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h, Introduction~ 
"When I use a word,• Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, "It means just what I 

choose it to mean. Neither more nor less.• 
"The question is", said Alice, "whether you can make words mean so many different things.• 

"The question is,• said Humpty Dumpty, "who is to be master. That is an: 

(Lewis Carroll, Alice through the Looking Glass) 

The dominant discursive and interpretative framework - the master 

narrative - concerning the political philosophy [as well as the 

Geschichtsphilosophie] of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), 

especially his Rechtsphilosophie, has been characterised - at least until 

recently - by an essentially unsympathetic approach towards the subject 

matter, which has given rise - frequently under the influence of contemporary 

political and historical developments and events 1 
- to such negative images of 

Hegel's political thought as "reactionary", "servile", "etatisr, "absolutist", 

"nationalist', and even "proto-fascist' and "National Socialist'. While this 

interpretative hegemony persists in some quarters - hence the still popular 

image of Hegel as conforming to one or all of the above2 
- the efforts of a 

more sympathetic tradition of Hegel scholarship have borne fruit, and the 

various negative images - e.g. of Hegel as "reactionary philosopher of the 

Prussian Machtstaar, "philosophical dictator of Germany" (e.g. Haym), 

"forerunner of modern totalitarianism", "teutonischer Oberphilosoph", 

"German nationalist" (e.g. Hook; Carritt)- Nationalstaatsphilosoph (during the 

1 
Consider, for instance, Georg Lesson's Interpretation of Hegel's Rechtsphi/osophie '\Inter dem Elndruck•, as Manfred 

Riedel points out, of the First World War: he accords only limited significance to Hegel's "\/erbindung zur Aufklarung 
und Revolution ... und UIBt der historischen Zuordung seiner politischen Philosophie zum deutschen Nationalstaat (den 
«ldeen von 1871 •) die Einordnung In die Phase des lmperialistischen Machtkampfs (die «ldeen von 1914•) folgen•; see 
Manfred Riedel [ed.], Materialien zu Hegels Rechtsphilosophie, Einleitung (Introduction), p.31. 
2 

Consider the following web-site entry (2001): 
Hegel had an Immense Influence on German thought - not always positive. Some of his ideas had a clear 
aftermath stretching down to Hitler: his insistence on the Identification of the indMdual, the nation, and the 
state; his stress on Great Men as the only real agents of history; his belief that indMdual welfare or suffering 
simply did not matter in the sweep of world-history, advancing like a juggernaut over the corpses of 
indMduals. 

See http://members.aol.com/pantheism/hegel.htm, pp.2-3. It is precisely this kind of crude misunderstanding of Hegel's 
philosophy that must be challenged. 
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Bismarck era; e.g. Haering)• and "proto-fascist", "racist" and "National 

Socialist" (e.g. Popper, Kiesewetter,Carritt) are now generally regarded to be 

based on "misunderstanding" and "exaggeration". Indeed, to paraphrase the 

view of one commentator, there now exists a "virtual consensus among 

knowledgeable scholars" that these (negative) images are "simply wrong".3 

The present study concerns itself primarily with one of these negative 

images [although they are all closely related], namely that of Hegel as 

nationalist- or, to be more precise, as "Gennan nationalisr 

[Deutschnationaletj - which rests generally on the view that, in Hegel's 

philosophy, the ethno-cultural/linguistic and/or territorial nation and nation

state [the politicised nation in the former sense], is the be all and end all and 

the individual nothing. Hegel stands accused of advocating nationalist ideals 

and ideas that ultimately led - according to his detractors - into exaggerated 

nationalism, totalitarianism, militarism, imperialism and, ultimately, National 

Socialism. 

While critical considerations concerning the issue of Hegel and 

Nationalism appear to have come to a close - given the fact that most 

modem scholars, having taken great care to distinguish between fact and 

fiction in relation to this matter, are virtually unanimous in their rejection of this 

nationalist image - a further legitimate avenue of investigation is open to the 

researcher: Hegel's apparent use of - and, therefore, linguistic and/or 

conceptual affinities with - the "vocabulary of nationalism", that is to say, his 

usage of expressions also central to the latter in its development - i.e. its 

different cultural and political manifestations - in nineteenth and twentieth 

century Germany. Shlomo Avineri, for example, believes that "Hegel would 

3 
See Allen W. Wood Introduction to H.B. Nisbefs translation of Hegers Elements of the Philosophy of Right 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. ix. 
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never have been interpreted in a nationalist vein had there not been 

similarities between some of his expressions, if not opinions, and those of 

nationalist thinkers,"4 thus indicating that an analysis of the meaning and use 

of those terms common to both the vocabulary of nationalism and Hegel's 

terminology is of considerable importance (Avineri himself considers the term 

Volksgeist in this regard). 

It should be noted that this study is not concerned with determining 

the 'overall truth' or 'believability' of Hegel's philosophical system in general, 

or of his Rechtsphilosophie and Geschichtsphilosophie5 in particular - this I 

leave to the individual reader - but merely with determining whether the image 

of Hegel as nationalist, i.e. as German nationalist is accurate. Thus, for 

instance, whether or not Hegel's account of Providence [cf. Part 11, Sec. I] is 

true or not - believable, convincing etc. or not - is of no concern to us here. 

The meaning of the term in Hegelian usage vis-a-vis alleged affinities with 

nationalist thought and language alone is of interest to this study. 

Among the terms and expressions employed by Hegel in both his 

Geschichtsphilosophie and Rechtsphilosophie we discover those which held 

a "central position in German nationalism itself'6: Volk7
, Staat, and Nation, 

and their various cognates, compounds and adjectives - e.g. Nationalismus, 

Volksgeist, Staatsorganismus, Nationalstolz, etc.; deutsch and Deutsch/and; 

gerrnanisch and das gerrnanische Reich; Deutschtum [which Wood refers to 

4 Avinerl, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism•, in Jon Stewart (ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.114. 
5 

It should be noted at this point, that I employ the German term Geschichtsphifosophie to refer not only to Hegel's 
Philosophy of History, but his philosophical-historical texts in general. 
6 

Avineri, Shlomo, op.cit., Ibid. 
7 

According to Bullock, speaking of the twentieth century, Vofk and its adjective volkisch "were key words in German 
right-wing ideology, the emotional force of which is Inadequately conveyed by translations as ... 'folk' or 'race'.", see 
Hitter and Stafin: Paraflel Uves, p. 72. 
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as the "German nationalist watchword" of the time]8; Recht, Freiheit, 

Patriotismus; Vaterland; organische Totalitlit, Schicksal, Vorsehung, 

Weltgeschichte, etc. These terms, in short, are central to the discourse we 

can identify as nationalist as well as Hegelian. 

Thus, based on the view that there are affinities between Hegel's 

vocabulary and that of nationalism, and that these are largely responsible for 

the image of the "nationalist" (and, indeed "totalitarian", "absolutist", "Fascisr 

or "National Socialist") Hegel, the present study seeks to determine his 

meaning in using these terms, and to relate it to and compare/contrast it with 

the common linguistic usage [den allgemeinen Sprachgebrauch] of German 

nationalism, in an effort to ascertain whether the meaning or sense of Hegel's 

terms can be interpreted in a "nationalist" light. 

George Orwell once wrote that "nationalism is an enormous subject"9 

and E.H.Carr rightly pointed out that "the vocabulary of this subject is 

notoriously full of pitfalls."10 In order to avoid the particular "pitfalls• presented 

by the 'vocabulary of nationalism' in relation to the appearance of some of its 

central terms and expressions in Hegel's texts, the present study intends to 

proceed by a) an etymological analysis concerning the origin and sense 

development of the vocabulary of nationalism - terms like Volk and Nation 

etc.; and b) a semantic/hermeneutic exploration of (i) the (contemporary and 

later) nationalist; and (ii) Hegel's usage and meaning of these expressions. I 

thus identify, examine and evaluate those words and expressions common to 

the terminologies of German nationalism and Hegel, as well as the use he 

makes of them and the meaning he assigns to them. I describe some 

Cf. PR, Notes, p.585. 
9 

Orwell, George, Inside the Whale, And Other Essays, p.168. 
1° Carr, E.H., Nationalism and After, p.2. 
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aspects of their ordinary, nationalist and Hegelian use, their historical 

development and, at times, consider the use of a corresponding Greek, Latin, 

or French term. 

The meaning and use of a given word depends on the particular 

intellectual and socio-political context within which it is located, i.e. on its 

common usage and significance at a given time and in a given place. This 

idea may be illustrated as follows: take the example of a stone in a field. 

Depending on the particular social context within which this object is located, 

it is conceivably a brick for building a house, a projectile for use in warfare, an 

object of considerable wealth, or a discovery of great archae~logical 

significance. The same holds for words: all the different senses even 

seemingly straightforward terms like Volk or Deutsch/and or Nationalismus 

assume depend on th~ SP,~Cific circumstances which confer meaning on 

these words. Usage and meaning are therefore relational: the meaning of 

words - as well as actions and institutions - is here understood in relation to 

the overall context of which they form a part - den allgemeinen 

Sprachgebrauch and Sinn [ or Bedeutung] of those words here identified as 

belonging to both Hegel's terminology and the vocabulary of nationalism, 

during the late eighteenth and nineteenth century in the German-speaking 

worfd. Words, in short, must be put into context, that is to say, words are 

associated with a particular period, country and/or individual. They are not 

only relational, therefore, but also relative: their meanings change. 

Lutz Mackensen points out that "transformations in meaning• are generally 

the result of a cultural, economic, intellectual or political change; and such 

transformations never concern only one word, but alter the sense of all words 

belonging to the same sphere of meaning: 

s 



der Bedeutungswandel ist immer das Ergebnis einer kulturellen, 
wirtschaftlichen, geistigen oder politischen Anderung; er betrifft daher 
niemals nur ein Wort, sondern verschiebt die Sinngehalte alter Worter, 
die zum gleichen Bedeutungskreis gehoren.11 

As an example of 'transformed meaning', Mackensen considers the German 

word Elend [misery; need, distress]: 

So kann der lnhaltswandel, der z. B. unserm Wort Elend im Lauf der 
Jahrhunderte einen ganz andren Sinngehalt zugeschoben hat, als er 
ursprunglich hatte (namlich = Ausland, Fremde), nur dann verstanden 
werden, wenn man den ganzen Bedeutungskreis des alten Wortes 
Elend, sein sog. Wortfeld mitbetrachtet. Dann wird z. B. deutlich, daB 
"Elend" fur "Ausland" etwa in der gleichen Zeit abkommt, in der 
"Vaterlandn sich an die Stelle von "Heimat" setzt, d.h. als eine 
nilchterne Vernunftszeit allzu gefilhlsbetonten Wortern abhold 
wurde".12 

It thus becomes apparent, that an understanding of any given terminology or 

vocabulary [Wortschatz] necessitates an analysis concerning the linguistic 

currency of its terms - the status of a word at a period of writing, within a 

context, as exemplified e.g. in the frequency of its use, degree of novelty, 

validity and obsolescence. Hegel himself sometimes refers to expressions 

that have become popular in his day. For instance, he refers to the term 

Volksverleumdung ('defamation' or 'slander' of the people or nation] as "ein in 

unseren Tagen beliebt gewordener Ausdruck" [NHS, Werke IV, p.520]. 

Unfortunately, the terms central to the nationa~st and Hegelian 

Wortschatz often remain undefined and are thus allowed to merge and 

become indistinguishable even though they are not identical or actually 

employed synonymously; for instance, Allen Wood writes that "the nation

state itself was probably never able to play the lofty role in human life which 

Hegel assigned it", implying thereby that Hegel has a concept of the "nation-

11 
Mackensen, Lutz, Deutsche Etymo/ogie, p. 15. 

12 
Ibid. 
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state" [Volksstaat, Nationalstaat, or Staatsnation] - which is Knox's and 

Nisbet's translation of "das Volk als Staat" [PR §331]-without, however, 

defining its usage and meaning in the particular context of the nineteenth 

century; thus we may broadly ask whether 'nation-state' in Hegel's 

terminology has the same sense as that which the "vocabulary of 

nationalism" assigned to it during this period - as the struggle for German 

Einheit, Recht and Freiheit was afoot - or whether it means something 

altogether different. 

Similarly, many modern dictionaries do not adequately define certain 

words pertaining to the "vocabulary of nationalism" - consider the following 

entry under the heading "Nationalismus, Nationalitat, nationalistisch": 

Als entsprechend negative eingeschatzte Kennzeichnen des 
Nationalismus werden hervorgehoben ein UbermABig stark 
ausgepragter Nationalstolz, Obersteigertes Nationalgefuhl oder 
NationalbewuBtsein sowie eine ldeologie die sich besonders in der 
Oberbewertung der eigenen, fur hOherwertig gehaltene Nation, VOiker 
und nationaler, rassischer oder religOser Minderheiten ausdruckt.13 

Neither the word minority, nor the words Volk and Nation, however, are 

regarded as requiring explanation in this dictionary. But these - and similar 

terms pertaining to the "vocabulary of nationalism" - as the present study 

aims to show, are not self-explanatory. The authors of the above article, in 

short, take for granted that there exists a common consensus concerning the 

meaning of these terms, as does Wood, for instance, in relation to the 

expression nation state ['das Volk als Staat' qua Nationalstaafj. 

13 
StrauB, G.HaB, U. & Harras, G. [eds.], Brisante WOiter von Agitation bis Zeitgeist. Ein Lexikon zum offentlichen 

Sprachgebrauch (Berlin & New York: 1989), p. 258. 
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The present study intends to penetrate the fog of words pertaining to 

the vocabulary of German nationalism and Hegel's Wortgebrauch, by means 

of a detailed analysis concerning the meaning and use of a number of terms 

and expressions central to both, like Volk and Nation, which are often 

(wrongly) regarded as so obvious as to be self-explanatory which, in turn, 

leads to confusion concerning both sets of meaning. 

It must also be borne in mind that Hegel's political and philosophical 

writings are texts, which were construed in a language and culture remote 

from our own; their meanings thus require mediation. However, mediation 

itself is always carried out from within a given historical, intellectual and socio

political context - the mediator and his interpretation is inevitably influenced -

to a greater or lesser extent - by the assumptions and prejudices of his 

epoch. 

This is particularly evident when we consider the nationalist 

interpretations [whether positive or negative from the interpreter's point of 

view] of Hegel's political philosophy, which, it appears, are heavily coloured by 

just such timely prejudices: in order to either claim Hegel for or disbar him 

from their own political tradition, numerous critics - perhaps most notably Kar1 

Popper, but also earlier commentators, like F. J. Stahl, for instance, who - in 

1830 - could already announce "die Vollendung des Nationalismus durch 

Hegel"14
- have often simply failed to treat the matter with the objectivity it 

deserves. One should also note the freqent failure of Hegel's critics (notably 

14 
Stahl, F.J., "Hegels Naturrecht und Philosophie des Geistes• (1830), in Manfred Riedel (ed.], Materiafien zu Hegefs 

Rechtsphifosophie, Vol. I, p. 223. 
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his liberal critics) to e.g. condemn the Burschenschaften (like Teutonia) for 

their nationalism and anti-Semitism 15
, their intolerance to all things un

German, as well as their narrow conception of what constituted German

ness, or belonging to the German Nation or Volk - which were the true 

breeding ground of nationalism in "Germany". In other words, the criticisms 

applied to Hegel can more obviously be applied to other contemporary 

thinkers, whom Hegel for the most part opposed. 

The present study thus questions the accuracy of Hegel's portrayal as 

German nationalist and addresses the particular interpretative problems and 

difficulties - as well as those of translation - concerning his Rechts- and 

Geschichtsphilosophie that have contributed to this image. In short, how 

legitimate is the claim that Hegel was a German nationalist - with the general 

negative implication that his political theory helped to prepare the ground - via 

Bismarck - for National Socialism? Are we justified in claiming - like Popper, 

Haering and Kiesewetter - a special path [ Sonderweg] of conceptual and/or 

historical development from Hegel to Bismarck and Hitler respectively? Do 

such interpretations in general accord with the facts, that is to say, are they 

consonant with Hegel's general philosophical position and attitude towards 

contemporary political events and expressions of nationalism? Does the 

belief that Hegel was a German nationalist [ein Deutschnationale,J have any 

reasonable basis in his political and historical texts? Did the interpreter, in 

fact, consult the original texts - i.e. did he get to know Hegel through his own 

works - or did he rely primarily or even exclusively on secondary sources - i.e. · 

15 
Or individuals like Arndt, K0mer, Fries or von Hundt-Radowsky, whose Judenspiegel (1819) 

was full of anti-Jewish tracts. See Hundt-Radowsky, Hartwig v., Judenspiege/. Ein Schand- und Sittengema/de alter 
und neuer Zeit (W0rzburg: 1819). 
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did he get to know Hegel through the works of others? If so, how legitimate 

are these secondary sources? (Consider Popper's use of quotations - in his 

Open Society- from Kolnai's The War against the West in order to highlight, 

according to Kaufmann, supposed similarities between Hegel and the Nazis, 

i.e. to demonstrate the philosophers influence on the latter).16 

It is easy- as Shlomo Avineri points out-" to cite a long list of 

scholars" who maintain that there exists a close connection between Hegel 

and "German nationalism" and even "racialist Nazism" .17 Based on the view 

that this image of Hegel's political thought is inaccurate (my own interpretative 

bias), the question arises as to why so many scholars have nevertheless 

interpreted his writings in this way. I shall primarily focus on a number of 

interpretative problems and difficulties here identified as central to the 

distortion of Hegel's ideas into those of German nationalism in its different 

cultural and political manifestations. 

The interpretative difficulties with regard to Hegel's political and 

historical writings - which can be, have been, and continue to be interpreted in 

a nationalist light - rest on a number of factors, of which I have already 

identified a) Hegel's linguistic affinities with the "vocabulary of nationalism·; 

these, in turn, are frequently regarded as indicative of - or even identical with -

b) his conceptual affinities with German nationalism and its cultural and 

political aims (e.g linguistic homogeneity, liberation [Befreiung] and unity 

18 See Kaufmann, Walter, "The Hegel Myth and its Method", in Jon Stewart [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, pp. 
82-103. 
17 Avinerl, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Ibid., p.111; Avinerl lists a number of modem scholars who maintain this 
view, Including e.g. E.F.Carritt, J.Bowle, W.M. McGovern, and A. Hacker. 



[Einigkei~ ); to these one can add the general problematic of c) Hegel's use of 

ambiguous terminology (which gives rise to difficulties in translation as well as 

interpretation). However, ambiguity - lexical and/or textual - is sometimes 

clarified in the context: the German verb aufheben, for example, has three 

different meanings: 'to lift up', or 'raise'; 'to delete' or 'negate'; and 'to 

preserve' or 'keep'. A careful reading often allows the interpreter armed with 

this knowledge to differentiate the sense in which Hegel applies it in different 

contexts. Indeed, Hegel himself often clarifies his Wortgebrauch; consider, for 

instance, his advice to the reader of the Encyclopaedia regarding his 

meaning of the term Wirklichkeit [actuality]: 

Wann aber ich von Wirklichkeit gesprochen habe, so ware von selbst 
daran zu denken in welchem Sinne ich diesen Ausdruck gebrauche, 
da ich in einer ausfuhrlichen Logik auch die Wirklichkeit abgehandelt 
habe und sie ... von Dasein, Existenz und anderen Bestimmungen 
unterschieden habe [Enz. Ill, Werke X, §6).18 

Similarly, in his Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel says the following 

concerning the terms Moralitst and Sittlichkeit, which, according to their 

etymology, are generally regarded as synonymous in the common 

Sprachgebrauch of his time: 

Moraliti:it und Sittlichkeit, die gewohnlich etwa als gleichbedeutend 
gelten, sind hier in wesentlich verschiedenem Sinne genommen. 
lnzwischen scheint auch die Vorstellung sie zu unterscheiden; der 
Kantische Sprachgebrauch bedient sich vorzugsweise des Ausdrucks 
MoralitSt, wie denn die praktischen Prinzipien dieser Philosophie sich 
durchaus auf diesen Begriff beschranken, den Standpunkt der 
Sittlichkeit sogar unmoglich machen, ja selbst sie ausdrucklich 
zernichten und emporen. Wenn aber Moralitat und Sittlichkeit ihrer 
Etymologie nach, auch gleichbedeutend waren, so hinderte dies nicht, 
diese einmal verschiedenen Worte fur verschiedene Begriffe zu 
benutzen [PR, Introduction §33). 

18 
For Hegel's discussion of 'actuality' [Wirklichkeit] In his logic see EL §§142-147 and WL vl, 186-213/541-550. 
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Thus, regardless of their common etymology, MoraliUlt and Sittlichkeit, 

in Hegel's usage, are distinct terms referring to different concepts. 

However, despite these and similar clarifications on Hegel's part, most 

commentators agree that Hegel's use of language is "obscure" and 

"complex", especially in terms of its derivation from and manipulation of the 

common Sprachgebrauch. One (anonymous) contemporary commentator 

noted, for instance, that Hegel "einen auBerst schwerfalligen und von dem 

Gewohnlichen abweichenden Sprachgebrauch bei seinem Philosophieren 

befolgt. .. "19 Goethe's daughter Ottilie similarly remarked - having met the 

philosopher at a luncheon in 1827 - that Hegel "elaborated upon himself in 

oddly complicated grammatical form", and referred to his "entirely novel 

terminology, a mode of expression mentally overleaping itself, the peculiar 

employed philosophical formulas ... "[Let. 711].20 And Goethe himself noted in 

a letter to Schiller that Hegel "is a perfectly excellent man, but too much 

stands against him with respect to his expression" [Let. 682]. Heine, too, 

refers to the "baroqueness" of Hegel's expressions, which, he says, "often 

startled me".21 Such and similar contemporary judgements concerning 

Hegel's use of language - and its effect on communicating meaning - are 

echoed by modern scholars. Allen Wood, for instance, argues that Hegel's 

thought 

is subtle and complex; his writings are difficult, even infuriating - laden 
with impenetrable jargon from which his meaning can be separated 

19 
See Riedel, Manfred (ed.), Materialien zu Hege/'s Rechtsphilosophie, p. 74. 

20 
When Goethe asked his daughter how she liked Hegel, Ottilie replied: "Strange, I can not tell whether he is brilliant or 

mad. He seems to me an unclear thinker". Goethe replied: 'Well, well, you just ate with the most famous modem 
~hilosopher - Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel". 
1 

As quoted In Kaufmann, Walter, Nietzsche, Introduction, p. xii. 
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only with skilled and careful surgery, even then usually not without risk 
of mortal injury,22 

and Jon Stewart maintains that many of the Hegel myths - including that of 

German nationalist - rest on misconceptions, but that 

the problem represented by these misconceptions is made more 
acute by the extremely difficult nature of Hegel's own texts. His 
complex philosophical system, couched in a stilted, abstract, and 
idiosyncratic language, has certainly been one of the major causes for 
the disparity of opinion. Where some see profundity and originality in 
the obscurity, others see simply gibberish and nonsense. The result of 
Hegel's opaque writing style and neologistic vocabulary is that his 
works remain largely inaccessible to the non-specialist. Consequently, 
the primary text is rarely consulted in order to confirm or refute the 
legitimacy of a given legend, and when the text is consulted, it does 
not seem in all cases to yield an unambiguous response. Hence, the 
myths live on and regenerate themselves in the absence of an 
accessible standard of adjudication.23 

Hegel himself, it seems, is at least partly responsible for the 

'misunderstandings' perpetuated by some interpreters. It is certainly true that 

critics like Popper "capture Hegel for German nationalism at its most 

nonsensical", as Kaufmann put it; but did Hegel give his detractors the 

excuse and the opportunity to do so? Does he, in short, expose himself 

unnecessarily to interpretative perversions? While Hegel himself advocates 

the "unambiguous, determinate and open expression" of "meaning and 

sense" [Cf. PR§ 319; here paraphrased]24 - he did not always manage to 

conform to his own standard. But the standard is a good one, and the 

interpreter is well advised to adopt it, even if she, like Hegel, is bound to 

diverge from it on occasion. 

22 Wood, Allen (ed.), see his Introduction to Hege/'s Elements of the Philosophy of Right, p.XXVli. 
23 

Stewart, Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, Introduction, p. 2. 
24 

Hegel here distinguishes between public opinion - "subjectivity of view, contingency, etc." - and "the sciences" on the 
basis of their ability to clearly express "their meaning and sense"; the quotation reads as follows: 

The sciences, however - that is, if they really are sciences - have no place at all in the sphere of opinion and 
subjective views, nor does their presentation consist in the art of allusions, turns of phrase, half-utterances 
and semi-concealment, but in the unambiguous, determinate, and open expression of their meaning and 
sense. Consequently, they do not come under the category of public opinion. 
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There are basically four kinds of interpretation concerning the issue of 

Hegel and Nationalism, which may be broadly (and briefly) summarised as 

follows: 

i) Hegel was not a nationalist. Shlomo Avineri, for instance, maintains that 
Hegel "detested" both "romanticism and nationalism"; most modern 
proponents of this view regard Hegel either as a "reactionary" and 
"conservative, or "liberal", "thoroughly reform-minded", and "republican• 
thinker. However, Rudolph Haym - whom many regard as having set the 
negative tone that has ever since accompanied Hegel interpretation 
[especially concerning his Philosophy of Righ~- also regarded Hegel as an 
opponent of German nationalism. Indeed, as Avineri points out, he "saw 
Hegel's attachment to Prussia as a proof of his antinationalism as well as 
of his antiliberalism•.25 Yet, there appears to be a line of thought from 
Haym's negative portrayal of Hegel as "reactionary philosopher of the 
Prussian Machtstaaf' and "philosophical dictator of Germany" to that of 
Hegel as Bismarckian Nationalstaatsphilosoph and, ultimately, as 
conceptual grandfather of Nazism; 

ii) The young Hegel was a nationalist, or, at least, had nationalist sympathies 
(in the sense of being supportive of German unity and resenting foreign 
occupation), but the older Hegel rejected it. Z. A. Pelczynski, for example, 
admits that, in The Gennan Constitution (1802), "Hegel resented the 
humiliation of Germany by France and was preoccupied with German 
unity" but insists that "Hegel abandoned all thought of German unification" 
shortly afterwards. Advocates of this view generally emphasise the 
developmental character of Hegel's thought on the basis, as Shakespeare 
put it, that "a man loves the meat in his youth, that he cannot endure in his 
age"26

, and hence stress [quite reasonably] the difference between the 
philosopher's early and later attitudes towards political issues such as 
"German unity". T.M. Knox interestingly maintains that Hegel was still in 
favour of "German unity" in 1826: "when he founded his Jahrbuch far 
wissenschaftliche Kritik, he endeavoured to secure the cooperation of 
Bavarian scholars and hoped that the periodical might help the cause of 
German unity."27 However, Knox defends Hegel against accusations of 
both Prussianism and nationalism, as well as proto-fascism. This seems to 
imply that support for German unity is not to be deemed identical with 
support for "German nationalism". 

However, it must be borne in mind that the young Hegel, in 1792, 
was called the "most enthusiastic speaker on freedom and equality" by the 
members of a revolutionary student club that brought ideas from the 
French Revolution into Tubingen. They read French newspapers with 
great interest, and Hegel and HOlderlin were even called "uncouth 
Jacobins• by their opponents. On July 14, 1792, Hegel, HOlderlin and 
Schelling, who had recently translated La Marseillaise into German, are 

25 
Avineri, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Jon Stewart (ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.111. 

26 
Shakespeare, William, Much Ado About Nothing, Act II, Scene Iii. 

27 
Taken from an article by J. Hoffmeister in the Geist der Gegenwart supplement of the Kolnische Zeitung for 

December 12, 1937; Knox affirms in general that Hegel "supported German unity and Stein's reforms"; see Hegel's 
Philosophy of Right, trans. T.M. Knox, p. 300. 
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reported to have planted a liberty tree on a meadow near the Ti.ibingen 
Seminary. And while this story may be doubted28

, it may nevertheless 
illustrate their youthful political leanings.29 

iii) Hegel was a nationalist "from the beginning of his career", and remained a 
nationalist throughout his life. Sidney Hook is one notable proponent of this 
view (although he admits that Hegel was not a nationalist "in the chauvinist 
and expansionist sense" and that his "conservatism"30

, as manifest in his 
attitude towards the July Revolution in France and the revolutions in 
Belgium and Poland, put a stay on his nationalism). Hook believes that 
Hegel was "an ardent nationalist fired with a desire to see the emergence 
of Germany as a powerful united state ... "31 Others, like Popper, regard him 
as the "founder of German nationalism" and, consequently, as a proto-

28 
See Henrich, Dieter, 'Leutwein Ober Hegel' in 'Hegel Studien' 3, 1965. 

29 
Moreover, the young Hegel's interests in revolutionary politics and his sympathies especially for the Girondist cause 

are witnessed by his detailed translation into German (accompanied by an extensive favourable commentary) of Jean
Jacques Cart's pamphlet "On the Former Political Relationship between Vaud and the City of Berne". Cart's pamphlet 
was a violent denunciation against the tyrannical oppression exerted by the Bernese aristocracy on the citizens of Vaud. 
Cart applied the principles that emerged from the French Revolution to the situation of Vaud and supported an 
intervention to force an end to the oppression. Bernese authorities banned Cart and his pamphlet, so Cart had to flee to 
France, where he could count on the protection of members of the Girondist faction. Later, a military intervention by 
France gave Vaud its independence from Berne. In his translation of Cart's pamphlet, Hegel added a clear 
admonishment to all small German princes ("Discita justitiam monit,'1, making It clear that France would have put an 
end to tyranny through military occupation, as the principles of the Revolution were invincible. Both translation and 
commentary were published anonymously in 1798 (when Hegel had left Berne for Frankfurt. Hegel's authorship was 
only discovered 111 years later in 1909); Confora, Maurizio and Froeb, Kai [eds.], httmp://The Illustrated Hegel 
Biography\/_1_06_2.htm. 

30 
It is often said, in support of the Image of the conservative Hegel, that the philosopher expressed alarm at the 

outbreak of the July Revolution In France in 1830. While there is some element of truth in this, the conclusions that 
some critics have attempted to draw from it are overstated. In 1830 three different political revolutions broke out: the so
called July Revolution in France, which brought Louis Philippe d'Orleans to the throne; the Polish insurrection against 
Russian occupation; and the beginning of the war of independence in Belgium against the Netherlands. Hegel took a 
different stance towards these three major political events. 

Regarding France, Hegel maintained strong relationships with the representatives of the liberal opposition to 
the Bourbons in France. Victor Cousin was one of his closest acquaintances in France, and he regarded the philosopher 
as a liberal: 

In politics, M. Hegel is the only man from Germany with whom I was always on the best of terms. He was, 
like me, infused with the new spirit; he considered the French Revolution to be the greatest step forward 
taken by humankind since Christianity, and he never ceased questioning me about the issues and men of this 
great epoch. He was profoundly liberal without being the least bit republican. 

Cousin, Victor, 'Souvenirs d'Allemagne', Revue des deux mondes (August 1866, pp.616-617). 

Hegel also visited the old Carnot in Magdeburg, exiled by Louis XVIII for his revolutionary past. Hegel speaks 
of this visit with enthusiasm. Hegel's sympathies never went to the monarchists and the reactionaries within the French 
government. He cheered - together with Cousin - for the victory of the Uberals at the elections held in France in 1827. 

The July Revolution erupted following an attempt by King Charles X to Impose a new, conservative, Catholic
inspired government in 1829, against the provisions of the French Constitutional Charte. At the beginning Hegel 
condemns the Revolution (given his gradualist approach to political change) as an excessive response to a complex 
problem. Hegel also feared that the July Revolution might represent the beginning of a new era of wars and turmoil, 
which appeared unattractive to an old and tired philosopher. As long as the situation developed, Hegel accepted the 
result of the Revolution, and included it in his Lectures on the Philosophy of History. 

For although the Charte was the standard under which all were enrolled, and though both parties had sworn 
to It, yet, on the one side, the ruling disposition was a Catholic one, which regarded It as a matter of 
conscience to destroy the existing institutions. Another breach [that is the July Revolution], therefore, took 
place, and the government was overturned. 

As for the revolution in Belgium and the insurrection in Poland, Hegel expresses towards them feelings of distrust, 
seeing In the Catholic and Nationalist ideology that partially inspired them a regression towards a pre-revolutionary way 
of thinking. In this, Heinrich Heine, a well-known radical, agreed, whose judgement of both events is all but positive; 
Confora, Maurizio and Froeb, Kai [eds.), ~ttmp://The Illustrated Hagel Biography\/_1_06_2.htm. 
31 

Hook, Sidney, "Hegel Rehabilitated?", in Kaufmann, Walter, Hegel's Political Philosophy, p.59. 
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Nazi; Heller saw in Hegel "the first exponent of the modern nationalist 
state", and Steding the "true prophet of the 'Third Reich'".32 

iv) Hegel was largely out of touch with his own Zeitgeist and, consequently, 
ignored, or failed to recognise, the importance of nationalism as a political 
force. This line of thought is suggested at times by e.g. Pelzcynski. I 
believe this is incorrect, since Hegel is clearly derisive of the rise of 
nationalism in his own day in Germany, i.e. generally opposes the political 
trend towards nationalism, as well as its cultural exaggerations 
[Deutschtum as deutschdumm]. 

Interpretation i) has, of late, gained widespread support approaching 

"virtual consensus" amongst scholars; but the myth of Hegel as German 

nationalist33 
- and especially, post World War II, as forerunner of National 

Socialism - still persists. Many philosophical interpreters have tended to 

perpetuate this misconception of Hegel's political thought, which is also 

frequently repeated by historians. Consider, for example, the following entry 

under "Nationalism" in David Thomson's (generally admirable) Europe since 

Napoleon: 

The chief intellectual support for the regeneration of Prussia and the 
growth of nationalism in Germany came from the new University of 
Berlin, in the city that Napoleon had occupied after his victory at 
Jena.There G.W.F. Hegel was to expound a new philosophy of 
authority and state power which captivated many German, Italian, and 
even English thinkers during the nineteenth century.34 

The inclusion of Hegel under the heading of "Nationalism" rather than 

"Liberalism, Democracy, Socialism" [see pp.123-26] tells its own story, quite 

apart from Thomson's implicit association of his philosophy with the 

32 
See Steding, Das Reich und die Krankheit der europaischen Kultur (Hamburg: 1938; 1942). 

33 
Here regarded as a "compound image" • i.e. of Hegel the servile philosopher of the Prussian Machtstaat, the Hegel 

of Bismarck's state, and the "national socialist" Hegel - that has merged with the Ideas of German history to such an 
extent, as Henning Ottman puts it, that "there no longer remains any room for a Hegel who does not fit into these 
schemes". See Henning Ottmann, "Hegel and Political Trends: A Criticism of the Political Hegel Legend", In Jon Stewart 
~d.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p. 62. 

Thomson, David, Europe Since Napoleon (Middlesex: Penguin, 1966), p.119. 
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"regeneration of Prussia" and "German nationalism" and explicit reduction 

thereof to the issues of 'authority' and 'state power', while neglecting the 

philosopher's emphasis on e.g. individual freedom. Thomson, too, is 

therefore guilty of perpetuating the misconception of Hegel as German 

nationalist, or, at least, as an instrumental influence on its subsequent 

development (implied in the last statement concerning how his "new 

philosophy" captivated not only German, but Italian thinkers). One might also 

question the phrase "and even English thinkers", which seems to imply that 

theories of authority and state power are to be more closely associated 

with German and Italian thinkers, based on subsequent historical events and 

political developments. In the end, one suspects that Thomson probably 

never read Hegel, and that his understanding of Hegel's political theory never 

penetrates the surface of the myth. 

An explanation concerning the possible causes of misinterpretation35 

in relation to the issue of Hegel and Nationalism necessitates objective 

criteria for interpretation, i.e. for justifying knowledge claims. One must 

consider e.g. the author's own ambiguous use of language (with its affinities 

to the "vocabulary of nationalism"); his subjective or personal opinions or 

prejudices (which may also be social and cultural, involving the interpreter's 

group loyalty factor, reflecting e.g. the ethnic, national, political, religious, 

social class, etc. assumptions of the interpreter); his failure to take into 

account all the available data concerning what is to be explained {i.e. bad 

scholarship), emotive definitions, illegitimate ideological inferences, and 

reliance on bad translations; the interpreter's ulterior motives (or those of 

35 
The origin and development concerning the misconception of Hegel qua German nationalist has been well 

documented; see Stewart, Jon, The Hegel Myths and Legends. 
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translators and, indeed, publishers). A good example of a publisher's ulterior 

motive is Karl Rosenkranz' publication of Hegel's "Die Verfassung 

Deutschlands" (a title ascribed to the essay by Rosenkranz himself), which 

omits much of what Hegel said, and created an image of the philosopher as 

supportive of German unity. However, if one reads the entire essay, it soon 

becomes apparent that this image is inaccurate. 

As A. Zuckermann asserts, 

emotional attachments, personal hunches and intuitive understanding 
do not adequately justify knowledge claims ... logical coherence and 
adequate evidence are the most widely accepted criteria by which we 
can judge claims to knowledge.36 

Or, as Yirmiahu Yovel puts it: "Subjective intelligibility is not the same as 

objective meaningfulness".37 It would not be objectively meaningful or 

legitimate to claim Hegel for German nationalism while ignoring e.g. his 

conceptual affinities with the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, his 

(early) condemnatior:, of the term Reich (and, indeed Staat) as descriptive of 

Deutsch/and, his rejection of the kind of Volkstomelei and Deutschtum -

which Hegel had in Nuremberg called deutschdumm - his support for equal 

rights of citizenship for Jews, etc. In other words, a legitimate and 

comprehensive interpretation of Hegel's political texts must guard against 

failing to take into account all the relevant information concerning his political 

views, philosophy and general Weltanschauung, as well as its literary 

Darstellung by contemporary and later writers. It thus becomes necessary to 

expose and correct the misconception of Hegel as German nationalist, in 

order to distinguish sense from nonsense, that is to say, legitimate, justified, 

or good interpretations from illegitimate, unjustified, or bad interpretations. 

36 
Zuckermann, A., Doing Political Science (Bolder, Col.: Westview, 1991). 

37 
Yovel, Yirmiahu, "Hegel's Dictum that the Rational Is Actual and the Actual Rational: Its Ontological Content and Its 

Function in Discourse", in Jon Stewart (ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.30. 
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With reference to textual and historical evidence, the interpreter must, in 

short, determine whether this image is accurate - in the sense that it can be 

supported by sufficient evidence - or whether e.g. it merely serves as a 

device for concealing a hidden motivation on the part of the interpreter. 

Not every belief or opinion on and interpretation of a certain topic is as 

valid or legitimate or justified as every other. Otherwise, e.g. David lrving's 

account of the Holocaust would be just as valid as any other (which it is not, 

since it flies in the face of available evidence). In other words, everything is 

not permitted when it comes to interpretation: the author of a text seeks to 

communicate something, and it is up to the interpreter to establish - by 

means of his own communication with the author through his text(s) - what 

that something is. 

In order to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate 

interpretations, one may ask: are the intentions of the interpreter (or, indeed, 

the translator) identical with - or at least approximate to - those of the author? 

Or is the interpreter motivated less by the desire for a genuine reactivation of 

the text as with exploiting it in an illegitimate and dishonest way in order to 

further a quite different agenda? Does the interpretation take into account all 

available and relevant evidence? Or does it - accidentally or intentionally -

exclude, overemphasise or exaggerate certain aspects of the text?38• If so, 

why- for what purpose? E.g. does it make unjustified ideological inferences? 

Has the interpreter - if he is a non-German speaker - used a good 

38 
The first English translation of Hitler's Mein Kampf by Captain E.S. Dugdale, for example, contained only about a 

third of the original, and omitted the most virulent anti-Semitic passages. 
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translation? (i.e. has the appropriate sense of the original text been 

successfully conveyed?). And, finally, is the interpretation consonant with the 

author's general philosophical outlook or Weltanschauung? In other words, 

does it make sense to call Hegel a nationalist in the light of available 

evidence? Assertions or truth claims and interpretations must be checked 

against textual and historical evidence in order to determine their veracity 

insofar as this can be established with some matter of accuracy in the light of 

such evidence. 

The interpretative task is to reconstruct the meaning of texts from the 

author's point of view. "What the interpreter saysn, according to Paul Ricoeur, 

"is a re-saying which reactivates what is said by the textn. But what did the 

author really say? What did he actually mean? Of course, I am not Hegel - I 

can never fully 'get into his head', or travel back in time to live his 

experiences, as it were: the whole truth remains elusive. However, in an 

attempt to understand the meaning of his political and historical writings, one 

must strive to approximate, as closely as possible, to the accurate sense -

by which I mean the meaning in context39 
- of what the author tried to convey. 

What, in short, did the author attempt to communicate? Related questions 

arise: What audience did he address? To what contemporary events and 

thinkers was he referring, and why? What was the context - linguistic, political, 

social, historical, cultural - in which the author wrote? Did he belong to a 

particular philosophical tradition? and so on. By means of such and similar 

guiding questions, the interpreter can orientate himself in his task of 

recovering meaning. 

39
The "actual meaning" or "meaning in context" is here regarded as fundamental - and therefore prior to - any possible 

or latent p.e. "hiddenj meaning (potential meaning "out of context;. An understanding concerning what the author 
actually said p.e. the textual evidence available to the interpreter) thus precedes any possible comprehension of what 
he "might have said". 
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My approach is therefore hermeneutical, where hermeneutics is 

understood as a method for the retrieval of meaning from texts, in this case 

the political and historical writings of Hegel, but also as an interaction between 

interpreter and text that is part of what is understood - what Martin Heidegger 

called an "ontological event". I therefore see myself primarily as engaging in a 

dialogue with Hegel and, through him, with his texts and the ideas he wrote 

about. The notion of dialogue implies an ability to listen to the other's voice 

and respect for his otherness, while at the same time being aware of one's 

own situation, point of view and prejudices. I seek to elucidate Hegel's 

political and historical views in the light of available evidence in order to 

elaborate a fair and legitimate interpretation concerning the philosopher's 

alleged conceptual affinities with nationalism. I hope to disambiguate some of 

Hegel's meanings in order to disassociate his name from German 

nationalism. 

My interpretative approach to Hegel's political writings - or texts -

recognises the linguistic and cultural conventions underlying the author's use 

of language and his derivations therefrom. Hegel's political texts, it is argued, 

cannot be read in isolation, since every text is a product of its time - just as 

every individual is but "ein Sohn seine, Zeir. An author is not able to "leap 

over Rhodes" and write in a vacuum, as it were: he belongs to and depends 

upon a particular linguistic, cultural, historical and political community.40 

Hegel's writings cannot, therefore, be viewed outside this context and the 

philosophical tradition in which they were written - indeed, to do so would be 

40 
This, however, does not automatically make Hegel guilty of an accommodation with historically or politically given 

circumstances; such an interpretation would reduce Hegel to the picture painted by e.g. Rudolph Haym and implies an 
uncritical acceptance of "gegebene Umstande"; Manfred Riedel makes this point in his Introduction to Materialien zu 
Hege/'s Rechtsphi/osophie, p.11. 
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quite un-Hegelian. Meaning is therefore always contextual and relational. 

Indeed, when one considers that "meaning" in any Hegelian text emerges 

only in terms of a broader than propositional context - i.e. only in the context 

of the paragraph or even the whole chapter, and frequently only with 

reference to his other works - this becomes apparent. If one does not 

contextualise the apparent meaning of a proposition such as "was vemunftig 

ist, das ist wirklich; und was wirklich ist, das ist vemunftig"41 in terms of the 

paragraph, chapter, etc., one will inevitably reduce the meaningful to a 

meaningless slogan. One is thus required, in terms of a textual and historical 

analysis of Hegel's political and historical writings, to contextualise meaning. 

And this is what Hegel wants us to do. Why else would he repeatedly refer to 

"our time" [unsere Zeit, Cf. PhG 15; PR Preface v; x] - i.e. his time? (Consider 

Hegel's frequent use of deictic words, i.e. those indicating time [and space], 

like pronouns such as 'this', 'our', 'here', etc.) Why else the frequent mention 

of contemporary events [e.g. French Revolution (1789), Wartburg Festival 

(1817), etc.] and thinkers [e.g. Fries, von Haller, Goethe, etc.]? All these 

references are signs, pointing us back to Hegel's time, which constitutes the 

context related to the topic42 of the text (referential context), and emphasises 

the philosopher's concern with 'the present' [mit der Gegenwart], that is, the 

'actual' and the 'rational': 

Philosophy is exploration of the rational, it is ... the comprehension of 
the present and the actual ... [PR, Preface, xx].43 

41 
Cf. Vico, Gambattista (1668-1744): Verum ipsum factum ["The true is the made1, 

42 
Here In the sense of the "subject-matter" or "area of knowledge" of a text. 

43 
It should be noted that Hegel employs the term "vemonftig" [rationa~ in the sense of both, "intelligible" and "as it 

ought to be"; see Michael lnwood, A Hegel Dictionary, p.497. 
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Of course, the Hegel-interpreter, too, finds himself immersed in a 

particular context - as Hans Georg Gadamer points out: "der Interpret 

befindet sich immer schon in einem lebenweltlichen Zusammenhang, der von 

Oberlieferung, Sprache und Situation gepragt ist".44 In other words, 

interpretations themselves are conditioned by a certain linguistic, cultural and 

personal context - the person of the interpreter is himself part of the 

interpretation. However, a form of detachment [here in the sense of 

Ab/6sung] from one's own circumstances and point of view is required in 

order not to import ideas and opinions into the text which have no bearing on 

or relevance to its meaning. Interpretation may therefore be defined as a work 

of detachment [critical distance]. One must, for example, guard against 

excessive reliance on hindsight, which may be defined as "the intrusion of the 

interpreter into the field of his study bearing knowledge denied to the 

contemporary actors in whom he is interested": while hindsight generally 

infects de facto interpretations to a greater or lesser extent, the interpreter 

should be a) aware when, why and how it does so, and b) guard against 

letting it distort a possible de jure interpretation into meaninglessness. The 

interpreter must be cautious not to impute to an author views he or she never 

held. Interpretation is, indeed, an art: it requires knowledge and effort. But the 

interpreter also has a moral responsibility to do justice to the text and its 

author. It would be manifestly unjust to claim that an author said something 

for which there is e.g. no actual textual evidence, or manipulate his texts to 

the effect of 'creating impressions' - e.g. by means of what Walter Kaufmann 

calls "composite quotes" or "quilt quotations" - that are not representative of 

44 h. cited in Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, p'. 232. 
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the author's ideas and views.45 The interpreter, in short, has a duty to re

activate the accurate sense of a text. Indeed, since an interpretation 

expresses particular choices about how a text is to be understood, the 

interpreter has a responsibility to clarify his choices - he should be explicit 

about the intellectual baggage he brings to his interpretation. 

While complete impartiality is impossible - given the inevitable 

interaction between text and interpreter (who starts his interpretation not in a 

vacuum, but from a certain perspective, with a particular theory etc.) -

accuracy in terms of careful textual and historical analysis is possible. Even if 

an interpretation is never completely true, it can be more accurate and more 

instructive than another. 

Hegel himself was writing at different times, under different 

circumstances, for different purposes over a long period of years, for different 

audiences and in different contexts - it would therefore be a mistake to 

imagine that there is a single simple Hegelian viewpoint awaiting discovery. I 

merely intend to check the veracity of the nationalist image of Hegel's 

philosophical writings against textual and historical evidence and, on the basis 

of that evidence, hope to elaborate a more sharply differentiating and 

comprehensive understanding of the same, that is to say, reactivate its 

accurate meaning. I am therefore concerned both with a) what Hegel said; 

and b) its literary Darstellung (how his works have been portrayed). 

Questioning the veracity of nationalist interpretations (both positive 

and negative) of Hegel's political and historical writings cum grano salis, I thus 

examine whether what the philosopher actually said - his meanings in context 

- is consonant with the nationalist image of his political thought, and how and 

45 
See Kaufmann, Walter, "The Hegel Myth and its Method", in Jon Stewart [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, 

p.84ff.; Kaufmann examines this 'practice' in relation to Kar1 Popper's Chapter on Hegel In his The Open Sociafy and its 
Enemies. 
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why Hegel's political texts have been portrayed in this vein, that is to say, how 

they have been represented thorough narrative. This kind of "hermeneutics of 

critical suspicion" is necessary, since the available evidence appears to 

contradict the image of Hegel as German nationalist. The causes of this 

misconception must, therefore, be identified and explained. 

I conclude with the view that the image of Hegel as German nationalist 

- whether in the sense of "the servile philosopher of the Prussian Machtstaar, 

"the philosopher of Bismarck's totalitarian state•, or "the national socialist", or, 

indeed "all rolled into one"- is simply wrong. Indeed, it might even be argued 

that Hegel-interpreters, like Popper, Hook, and Carritt, who have seen him in 

this light have helped to perpetuate somewhat sanitised pictures of thinkers 

like Fries and members of the Burschenschaffen, as well as 

conservative/reactionaries like von Haller and Savigny, who may more 

legitimately be associated with nationalism and e.g. anti-Semitism. Thus we 

discover, for instance, that many self-professed liberals who have associated 

Hegel with a number of unsavoury political causes often defend those who 

may more justly be said to have aided the cause of nationalism. Why is it not 

Fries, who called for the "extermination of Jewr(46
, but Hegel, who 

maintained that "ein Mensch gilt so, weil er Mensch ist, nicht weil er Jude, 

Katholik, Protestant, Deutscher, ltaliener, u.s.f. ist ", to whom liberals like 

Popper attach the label of fascist and racist? Strange indeed! One is clearly 

justified in questioning this and other apparent distortions of Hegel's political 

thought and the motivations behind them. 

My task is to disentangle sense from nonsense - the meaningful from 

the meaningless - in order to elaborate a legitimate understanding of Hegel's 

48 
See Fries, J.F., Ober die GefShrdung des Woh/stands und Characters der Deutschen durch die Juden (Heidelberg: 

Mohr & Winter, 1816). 

25 



political thought in the light of available textual and historical evidence. I 

conclude with the view that the image of Hegel as German nationalist 

constitutes a serious distortion of his philosophy. 

Part I examines those terms central to the vocabulary of {modern 

German) nationalism {including 'Nationalismus' itself), which are also central 

to Hegel's political and historical writings, in order to establish a) the Hegelian 

meaning and use of such terms as Volk, Nation, and Staat, etc.; b) the 

contemporary and later nationalist meaning and use of these; and c) whether 

a) and b) are identical. Part II extends this analysis to other terms and 

expressions regarded as central to both sets of terminologies, namely 

Weltgeschichte, welthistorische lndividuen, Vorsehung and Schicksal, etc. 

Part Ill seeks to elaborate, finally, a Hegelian critique of German nationalism 

as it appeared in his own day, as well as with its extreme Ausartung in 

National Socialism, analysing additional terms such as Freiheit, Recht and 

Gesetz, Vemunft, and Macht. In this context, Hegel's attitudes on war [Krieg] 

and anti-Semitism [qua 'hatred of the Jews' or Judenhafs] are also explored. 

Throughout the present study, interpretative problems as well as 

Obersetzungsprobleme will be highlighted. 
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Part I 

~ On the Meaning and Use of Terms~ 

Throughout Hegel's works we encounter the terms Volk and 

Volksgeist, Staat, and Nation47
, as well as Vaterland; deutsch, das Deutsche 

Reich and Deutsch/and, Deutschtum; gerrnanisch and das Gerrnanische 

Reich, Patriotismus, and other expressions - e.g. organische Totalitat [organic 

totality), Recht, and Freiheit, as well as Weltgeschichte, weltgeschichtliche 

lndividuen, Vorsehung, Schicksal, etc. - also central to the vocabulary of 

modern German nationalism.48 In an effort to determine whether Hegel may 

rightly be called a German nationalist, or, to be more precise, whether his 

political thought gave expression to nationalist ideas and sentiments, such as 

German national-unity [deutsche National-Einhei~ - the establishment of an 

autonomous, unified nation-state called Deutsch/and - for example, it 

becomes necessary to arrive at a clear understanding concerning his 

meaning and use of these terms and expressions. This, in turn, necessitates 

a historical analysis - an etymological and semantic/hermeneutic exploration -

concerning a) the origin and sense-development of such words as Volk, 

Staat, Nation, etc., and b) their particular meaning during the (late) eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, i.e. their common and nationalist - as well as 

Hegel's - usage and sense during this period. Thus, when Hegel and his 

contemporaries speak of the Volk and Nation, what do they actually mean by 

these words? What, for example, do the latter signify? A [past, present, or 

47 
And their various compounds: Volksgeist, Volksreligion, Volkspoesie, Volkeffecht, Volksouveranitst; Volkstum, 

[adj.) volkstamlich (Jahn, 1809); Staatsgewalt, Staatsorganismus, StaatskOrper, Nationalgeist Nationalehre 
Nationalsfolz, etc. ' ' 
48 

Alan Bullock, for Instance, maintains that Volk, with its adjective volkisch, was one of the "key words in German right
Wing ideology"; Cf. Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Uves, p. 72. 

27 



prospective] political entity? Or do they refer to a past, an already existing, or 

a prospective ethno-cultural and/or geographic and/or linguistic unit?49 Are 

Volk and Nation synonymous? When do we translate Volk as nation and 

when as people or folk or race, or even as state? Are the adjectives 

gerrnanisch and deutsch identical in a nineteenth-century text? And, as 

Goethe once asked, "was heiBt denn: sein Vaterland lieben, und was heiBt 

denn: patriotisch wirken?"50 

These are but some of the questions the present study seeks to 

address in order to disambiguate the sense in which Volk, Nation, Staat, etc. 

are employed by Hegel, and so clarify what he meant as opposed to what we 

would have him mean. Karl Popper, for instance, so frequently misquotes 

Hegel (some would say intentionally) as to render him, after Plato, the 

totalitarian philosopher par excellence; Sibree- following Jakob Grimm's 

unsatisfactory identification of these terms - renders gerrnanisch as deutsch 

and Hegel's "Germanic Realm" [das Gerrnanische Reich] as "German Realm" 

[das Deutsche Reich]. However, gerrnanisch is not identical with deutsch 

(despite the efforts of Grimm). Similarly, T.M. Knox and H.B. Nisbet both 

render Hegel's expression das Volk als Staat [PR §311) as nation-state, while 

others, like Avineri and Forbes, for instance, prefer the expressions 

"constitutional state", "political state", and "Kulturstaar [culture-state), which, 

while less literal, are regarded as conveying the appropriate sense in which 

Hegel employs this Ausdruck. 

49 
Norman Rich, for example, maintains that the "German Confederation" [der ·Deutsche Buncf1, established in 1815, 

consisted exclusively of the states inhabited by German speaking people; thus, in an ethnic sense at least it 
came close to being a perfect German union. 

See The Age of Nationalism and Reform, 1815-1870, p.119. 
~e idea of "Germany" as a linguistic unit enjoyed great popularity during the nineteenth century. 

Eckermann, Johann Peter, GesprtJche mit Goethe, March 1832, p.404. 
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It thus becomes apparent that such and similar words and 

expressions pertaining to the "vocabulary of nationalism» and their 

appearance in Hegel's political writings require detailed analysis in order to 

clearly distinguish sense from nonsense. 

Hie opus, hie labor. 
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51 

1. Nationalism 

Prior to an analysis concerning the central terms of the "vocabulary of 

nationalism" (e.g. Nation, Volk, Staat, etc.) and their Hegelian connotations, it 

is necessary to determine the sense (or senses) in which nationalism51 is 

understood by those who interpret the philosopher in a 'nationalist light'. In 

other words, the meaning of nationalism - the kind of nationalism under 

discussion - requires elucidation before its vocabulary can be identified and 

compared with Hegel's Wortgebrauch and Bedeutung. 

The questions one must attempt to answer are: 

a) what is nationalism? 

b) what kind of nationalism (broadly and narrowly defined) is Hegel 
said to have advocated and supported, and 

c) what is the evidence to suggest that he did, in fact, do so - i.e. how 
legitimate is the view (or, more generally, the accusation) that 
Hegel was a (German) nationalist, expounding a philosophy of 
nationalism and, more specifically, a theory of the nationalist or 
nation state? 

Questions a) and b) are the primary concern of this initial chapter. 

Answering question c) constitutes the overall aim of this study, but preliminary 

remarks pertaining to an overall response are included here, prior to a more 

detailed exploration concerning the vocabulary of nationalism and that of 

Hegel in terms of linguistic and/or conceptual similarities. 

The term "Nationalismus" itself was apparently first used by the German philosopher Johann Gottlieb von Herder 
(1744-1803) around 1774. However, as Peter Alter notes, the term "did not begin to enter into general linguistic usage 
until the mid-nineteenth century" [Nationalism, p.3]. Indeed, to the best of my knowledge, it appears nowhere in Hegel's 
texts. 
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From the outset, it should be kept in mind that most of Hegel's 

contemporaries - notably liberal critics like Haym and Fries52
, as well as 

reactionaries like Savigny - (who, in a letter to Creuzer on 16 December 1822 

complained that Hegel has neglected the national dimension in comparison 

with Fichte and, in another letter to Creuzer, suggested that this was the 

reason why Hegel was so "enthusiastically venerated" amongst the many 

foreign students in Berlin, especially amongst "the Poles who can neither 

speak German nor properly understand anything")53 
- did not regard him as a 

patriot or nationalist but, au contraire [in contradistinction to themselves], as 

"the fellow without a fatherland"54
, which implies that they regarded his political 

orientation as essentially anti-patriotic and anti-national. This is not surprising, 

given Hegel's pro-French and anti-German sentiments55 [e.g. his admiration 

for Napoleon - the great b~te noir of German liberal and reactionary 

nationalists alike - his (partial) opposition to the Burschenschaften56
, etc.]. 

This, however, also meant that he was anti-liberal as far as Haym was 

concerned, so that he - amongst others - established and perpetuated the 

negative image of the reactionary and absolutist Hegel, the servile Prussian 

state philosopher par excellence. To be more precise, Haym believed that 

Hegel's identification of the "rational" with the "actual" in the Preface to his 

Rechtsphilosophie amounted to an apology for the reactionary Prussian 

52 
According to Fries, "Hegel's metaphysical mushroom has grown not in the garden of science, but on the dunghill of 

~rvility"; as cited by Allen Wood in his Introduction to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. Nisbet, p.viii. 
See Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p. 158. 

54 
As cited by Henning Ottmann In "Hegel and Political Trends", in Stewart, Jon [Ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, 

~61. 
Cf. Hegel's remarks in a letter to Niethammer after the Battle of Jena (13 October 1806): "As I [myself) already did 

unier, all now wish the French army luck"; Let. 114. 
Hegel had many relations with liberal "demagogues• persecuted by the Prussian police, and often was active on their 

behalf [e.g. Asverus, Gans, Carov6] in the 1820's. However, he was strongly opposed to the irrational anti-Semitic anti
French, and romantic elements In the student movement, and did not share their enthusiasm for a unified German ~tate 
[deutschen Einheitsstaaf]. 
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status quo, and cast him in the role of official philosopher of the Prussian 

state. Hegel's philosophy, Haym argued, is "the scientific domicile of the spirit 

of Prussian reactionn.57 Indeed, he maintained that Hegel- after 1817- put 

himself in the service of the "scientifically formulated justification of the 

Carlsbad police system and the persecution of demagoguesn. Yet, it is well 

known that Hegel had personal relations with and personally intervened on 

behalf of certain so-called demagogues, who had fallen foul of the Prussian 

police in the 1820's. And whenever Hegel is supportive of the Prussian 

government, it is the Prussian government under the enlightened leadership 

of Hardenberg and Altenstein58
, two ministers who respected the principles of 

the French Revolution, he is referring to. It was not, after all, without cause 

that Hardenberg - who essentially favoured democratic principles in a 

monarchical state - was denounced as a Jacobin by reactionary forces in 

Prussia. In other words, Hegel's praise for the Prussian state is implicitly 

contingent on its upholding rational principles and introducing rational reform -

e.g. the abolition of serfdom in 181 O [the Edict of Liberation, 11 November]; 

the granting of citizenship to Jews in Prussia in 1812, etc. We might also 

include here his support for King Wilhelm's constitutional proposals for 

57 
Haym, Rudolph, Hegel und seine Zeit, pp. 367-368. 

58 
Under the leadership of Hardenberg and Altenstein many liberal reforms were Introduced In Prussia between 1808 

and 1819, after which the 'forces of reaction' reasserted themselves with e.g. the Carlsbad Decrees. 
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59 

Wurttemberg in 181559
• In the Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel praises the Prussian 

government for granting civil rights to Jews despite the clamour demanding 

their exclusion from German life by men like Fries and Savigny, amongst 

other liberal and reactionary thinkers. 

On the other hand, by 1822, Hegel's philosophy was looked upon with 

suspicion by the Court, where Hegel was only rarely invited.60 In 1829, 

Schubarth could denounce Hegel as politically dangerous to the Prussian 

state on account of his constitutionalism and atheism as expressed in his 

Encyclopaedia of Philosophical Sciences. 

For some, then, Hegel was a 'running-dog lackey' of the Prussian 

state, while for others he was politically opposed to the same and hence 

dangerous. In both cases, however, Hegel was regarded as unpatriotic and 

anti-national. Owing to changing political trends, Hegel's alleged Prussianism 

(the very thing that had made him "the fellow without a fatherland" as far as 

many of his contemporaries were concerned) came to be seen as an 

expression of German nationalism [especially by the 'Bismarck Hegelians'], 

On March 15, 1815 King Frederick of W0rttemberg, at a meeting of the estates [Sti!nde] of his kingdom, laid before 
them the draft of a new Constitution. His Constitutional project, labelled as progressive by Prussian enlightened 
reformers, as well as by Hegel, contained provisions for a "bicameral legislation with a popular representation". 
Frederick's successor, King Wilhelm I, called a Diet in order to obtain approval of the new Constitution by the Estates. 
"The Diet responded angrily to this project, which would have led to a progressively marginal status of the power of the 
Estates, particularly on the question of finance. The Estates considered themselves champions of the old order; the 
a~plication of traditional German or medieval methods to political decision and administration. In June, 1817, they 
reJected the King's project. A large majority demanded the restitution of the old laws, though the kingdom now included 
a large population to which the old rights were strange. The King, now upset, tried then to impose his Constitution by 
force, by-passing the Estates' decision. Hegel, in a political paper re-published (on the request of the republican 
Friedrich List) at Stuttgart, enthusiastically took the side of King Wilhelm I. His commitment to King Wilhelm's views was 
consistent with his political philosophy (see his Lectures on the Philosophy of Right held in Heidelberg just one year 
later, the "Grundlinien" and all following lectures). His position was a progressive one, as the philosopher criticized the 
backwardness of the bureaucracy and the landed interests. See Confora, Maurizio and Froeb, Kai [eds.], httmp://The 
Illustrated Hegel Biographyv_1_06_2.htm. 
60 

However, one notable invitation occurred in 1831, when the Kronprinz himself invited Hegel to dinner. But, during this 
su~per, the Crown Prince - I.e. the future Friedrich Wilhelm V - attacked Hegel's Philosophy of Right, which was then 
being taught- on Hegel's instructions - by Eduard Gans. The Kronprinz apparently claimed [see Br.111, p.472): "It is 
o~ageous that Professor Gans wants to transform all our students into Republicans. His lessons on your Philosophy of 
Right, Professor Hegel, are always attended by several hundreds of students, and it is widely known that he gives to 
your own thought a completely liberal, I would say Republican, colour. Why don't you lecture your students yourself?" 
Hegel was certainly not courageous in this case. Confronted by this direct attack, he apologized to the Kronprinz and 
declared that he was "unaware of the content of Gans' lectures". This, however, makes no sense of course: even 
though Hegel might have never followed one of Gans' lectures directly, it is not plausible that nob~dy - among 
colleagues or students (including Hegel's own son Karl) - had ever drawn his attention to Gans' political orientation or 
that he had never realized himself who his teaching assistant actually was [Ibid.]. 
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resulting in the image of Hegel as German national philosopher [deutscher 

Nationalstaatsphilosoph], and, ultimately, as influencing National Socialist 

ideology ( despite the fact that the Nazis generally had no time for his 

philosophy61
). Liberal critics are particularly responsible for the negative 

nationalist interpretations of Hegel in the latter senses. 

It becomes apparent that the image of the nationalist Hegel - or, to be 

more precise, of Hegel as German nationalist - was the product of a later 

period. According to Henning Ottmann, it emerged with the conservative 

trend of Hegel-interpretation in the 1850's62 alongside the appearance of the 

image of the conservative Hegel and of the philosopher of the Bismarckian 

· Machtstaat [totalitarian state]. The "philosopher of the Prussian state" became 

the "philosopher of the totalitarian state", the "philosopher of the Reich", "the 

national philosopher", the "German nationalist". Hegel, as Ottmann says, was 

"forced into the service of power politics and nationalism".63 Finally, we end up 

with the National Socialist Hegel, an image particularly popular in the Anglo

Saxon world [Carritt, Bowle, Popper]. And, since both nationalists and liberals 

have interpreted Hegel in this nationalist vein, it becomes apparent, as 

Avineri points out, that 

Hegel came to be interpreted as a German nationalist by two 
absolutely opposed political traditions. First, the German national 
movement of the end of the last century [i.e. the nineteenth] claimed 
Hegel as part and parcel of the German heritage on nationalist terms: 
secondly, liberal Anglo-Saxons maintained during the Nazi regime that 
Hegel's antiliberalism must involve extreme nationalism - and went 
about tearing Hegel to pieces on those two grounds alike.64 

61 
As Walter Kaufmann notes: "Hegel is rarely cited in Nazi literature and, when he is referred to, It is usually by way of 

disapproval. The Nazis' official "philosopher", [Alfred] Rosenberg, in Der Mythus des Zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts, 
mentions and denounces Hegel twice"; see "The Hegel Myth and Its Method" in Jon Stewart (eel], The Hegel Myths and 
Legends, p.86; my bracket. 
62 

Ottmann, Henning, in Stewart, Jon [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.61. 
63 Ottmann, Henning, In Stewart, Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.61. 
64 

Avineri, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Stewart, Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.113. 
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65 

It should also be noted that the various nationalist interpretations and 

images of Hegel have changed in direct relation to the particular kind of 

nationalism prevalent during the interpreter's own time, and are influenced by 

his own attitude towards that kind of nationalism. Thus, as nationalism came 

to be generally regarded as a destructive, negative and regressive force 

during the twentieth century (especially after 1945)- resulting in the largely 

negative connotations of the term in current linguistic usage65 
- the 

interpretations of Hegel qua nationalist too became increasingly more forceful 

in their negative evaluation of the philosopher's political thought and its 

supposed association with extreme forms of nationalism [e.g. Popper, 

. Kiesewetter, Carritt]. Thus, Hegel came to be associated with racialist 

nationalism, i.e. the kind of nationalism, as Smith puts it, that appeals to 

"cranium, blood, and genes, and to violence and the cult of brutality"66 and 

ultimately expressed itself qua ( exaggerated and extreme) German 

nationalism in Hitler's National Socialism. 

According to Peter Alter: 
current linguistic usage defines 'nationalists' as people whose action or reasoning gives indiscriminate 
precedence to the interests of one nation (usually their own) over those of other nations, and who are 
prepared to disregard those others for the sacrosanct honour of their own nation. A modern German 
encyclopaedia defines nationalism as an 'exaggerated and intolerant form of thought In relation to a nation" 
(GroBerBrockhaus, 16th ed., Wiesbaden 1955, entry 'Nationalism']. This is a clear hint that, in modem usage, 
nationalism has negative connotations, suggesting an extreme Ideology, and is judged in more or less moral 
terms. The term 'nationalism' is used to brand forms of collective yearning and aggression arrogantly 
posturing in the name of a nation. By contrast, the pursuit of 'the national interest' and 'a sense of national 
pride' are wholly laudable, since they are felt to refer to clearly legitimate concerns which do not Inevitably 
conflict with the nationalism or the Interests of other peoples. The underlying idea in this case is that equality 
exists between various nationalisms, and their frequently competing claims can be settled through peaceful 
compromise. 

See Nationalism, p.2. 
68 

Smith, Anthony D., Modernism and Nationalism, p.180. 
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i) Defining 'Nationalism' 

Nationalism [Ger. Nationalismus] is not univocal (nor are its various 

cognates - nation, nationality, nationalist - monosemous). Rather, nationalism 

is 'said in many ways'. Thus, we speak of different kinds of nationalism: e.g. 

religious nationalism, political (revolutionary/ liberal/ democratic/conservative) 

nationalism, racial (negatively: xenophobic, sectarian) nationalism, militaristic 

nationalism, linguistic nationalism, cultural (Romantic) nationalism, etc. We 

also speak of nationalism in terms of its particular national expressions - e.g. 

Teutonic/German nationalism, French nationalism, Palestinian nationalism, 

Irish nationalism, Spanish nationalism (but also Basque nationalism), etc. 

More specific senses in which nationalism is said include: elite or intellectual 

nationalism, emancipatory nationalism [what e.g. Alter refers to as 

"Risorgimento nationalism" and contrasts with "integral nationalism"67
], civic 

as opposed to ethnic nationalism, etc. We are confronted with a plethora of 

definitions: 

• "Nationalism is a doctrine invented in Europe at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century" (Kedourie)68

; 

• "Nationalism is a political movement by definition" (Brass)69
; 

• "nation-ness, as well as nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a particular 
kind" (Anderson)7°; 

• nationalism is "a system of ideas, values and norms, an image of the world 
and society" which makes a "large social group aware of where it belongs 
and invests this sense of belonging with a particular value. In other words, 
it integrates the group and demarcates its environment" (Lemberg)71 ; 

67 
Ibid., p.19. 

68 
Kedourie, Elie, Nationalism (London: Hutchinson, 1960), p.9. 

69 
Brass, Paul R., Ethnicity and Nationalism. Theory and Comparison (New Delhi: Sage, 1991), p.48. 

70 
Anderson, Benedict, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London & New 

York: Verso, 1993), p.4. 
71 

Lemberg, Eugen, Nationalismus, Vol. II (Reinbek: 1964), p.16. 
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• "Nationalism- national egoism, thinking in terms of one's own nation rather 
than in terms of humanity - nationalism is evil because it concentrates on 
comparative inessentials (where a man lives, what sort of language he 
speaks, the type of his culture, the character of his "blood") and ignores 
the essential, which is simply that he is a man ... it leads to ... expansionism, 
oppression, strife and eventually war" (Gollancz)72

• 

• "Nationalism is nothing more than the "political religion" of the Late Modern 
Age" (Schieder)73

• 

Given these various and differing understandings of nationalism, it becomes 

apparent that nationalism itself is not easy to define or describe. Thus, 

according to John Breuilly: 

The first problem we confront is what we mean by nationalism as well 
as cognate terms such as nation. A major difficulty in the way of clear 
debate is that different theories and historians mean different things by 
the term. In every language, in every scientific school, and in almost 
every discipline of the Social Sciences basic terms such as "Nation", 
"Nationalism", "Ethnicity", or "Nationalist Movement", to name but a 
few examples, continue to signify different things.74 

The principal problem concerns the term nation [Nation; see also 

Chapter II], which - like the term ethnic (and ethnic community) [derived from 

a Greek root] - etymologically suggests birth, birthplace, origin [Lt. natio, fr. 

nasci, to be born]. Sometimes, in accordance with its etymology, nation is 

employed to mean ethnic, genetic, or descent group and is defined in terms 

of blood-relationship and ancestry - the nation as natural unit in the ethno

biological sense, to which one belongs naturally by birth. Sometimes 

(especially in English and French usage) it signifies country or state [qua 

political unit]; sometimes it refers to a population inhabiting the same temtory. 

Or it may refer to an ethno-cultural unit, where 'ethnic' refers to kinship-ties 

72 
Gollancz, Victor, My Dear Timothy. An Autobiographical Letter to his Grandson (London: Harmondsworth, 1952), 

~f-294-295 
As cited in Beramendi et al, Nationalism in Europe: Past and Present, Vol. I, p.22. 

74 
Breuilly, John, "Culture, doctrine, politics: three ways of constructing nationalism• in Beramendi et al, Nationalism in 

Europe: Past and Present, Vol. I, p. 127. 
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and shared cultural traditions - ''those elements of a group's culture that 

derived from its origins and history".75 

How, then, should 'nation' be understood? How was it understood by 

Hegel, and how was he interpreted to have understood it? Is it regarded as 

essentially ethno-cultural in character, a community of (real or imagined) 

shared descent, whose members are united from birth by kinship-ties, 

common history and shared language? Or is it largely a social and political 

community based on common territory and residence, on citizenship rights 

and common laws, in relation to which individuals are free to choose whether 

they wish to belong? Is the nation an immemorial community, rooted in a long 

• history of shared ties and culture? Or are nations recent social constructs or 

cultural artefacts, typical products of a certain stage of history and the special 

conditions of a modern epoch? Similarly, how are we to conceive of 

the 'nation state' [Volksstaat or Nationalstaa~? Is it essentially a politicised 

ethno-cultural community, "a community of common ancestry that stakes a 

claim to political recognition on that basis", or is it a "territorialized political 

community, a civic community of legally equal citizens in a particular 

territory''?76 

The problem of exact definition is transferred from nation [Nation] to 

nationalism [Nationalismus]. Nationalism, too, can be defined in one or 

several of the above senses: ethno-culturally, politically, territorially, etc. 

Connor, for instance, derives the meaning of nation, and hence of 

nationalism, directly from its etymology: "nation connotes a group of people 

who believe they are ancestrally related", so that "nationalism connotes 

identification with and loyalty to one's nation as just defined. It does not refer 

75 
Smith, Anthony D., Nationalism and Modernism, p.22. 

76 
Ibid. 
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77 

to loyalty to one's country .. : Connor thus treats nationalism and ethno

nationalism as synonymous, while apparently distinguishing between 

nationalism and patriotism (qua loyalty to one's country). "Loyalty to the ethnic 

group•, he concludes, "should logically be called nationalism".77 

Others regard the nation primarily as a 'historical personality' - a 

traditional-historical community - "linking past, present and future 

generations", and nationalism - on that basis - primarily as the demand for 

national self-determination in the name of this 'historic self, which, according 

to Neuberger, "was a powerful ingredient of German and Italian nationalism in 

the nineteenth century ... "78 Indeed, Neuberger maintains that "most 

. nineteenth century European nationalists" - whether conservative or liberal -

"understood the nation ... as a traditional-historical community".79 

Still others reject both the natural definition of nation, arguing that "the 

nation is not a 'natural' or 'biological' group' in the sense, for example, of the 

family"80
, and the traditional-historical definition according to which the nation 

constitutes an immemorial community. Instead, they argue that the nation is a 

modern political and ideological construct: nations exist only "if a significant 

number of people in a community consider themselves to form a nation, or 

behave as if they formed one". Nationalism, on this view, amounts to a 

modern political theory and ideology "invented", as Elie Kedourie 

Connor, Walker Ethnonationalism: The Quest for Understanding [Princeton: Princeton University Press 1994 p XI'• 
40), I I I • I 

78 
Neuberger, Benyamin, "National Self-Determination: Dilemmas of a Concept", in Beramendi et al., Nationalism in 

~urope: Past and Present, p. 287. 
While Neuberger does not regard ~eg~I ~~ a •~atlonalist', he maintains that even non-nationalists, including Hegel as 

tell as "Acton and Marx", understood nation 1n this sense; Cf. Neuberger, Benyamin, Ibid., pp. 286-287. 
Carr, E.H., Nationalism and After, p.39. 
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maintains, "at the beginning of the nineteenth century".81 Nationalism, 

according to this view, can be identified as a distinct political movement only 

from the early nineteenth century onwards. Indeed, that century is now often 

referred to simply as the Age of Nationalism. 

It thus becomes apparent that it is far from simple to say exactly what 

nationalism is, and no single definition is going to satisfy everyone or cover 

every possibility.82 We are confronted with a plethora of phenomena, which 

have been subsumed under one of the most ambiguous terms in our modern 

political vocabulary. No generally accepted definition of nationalism has yet 

. been agreed amongst scholars, most of whom have their own image of 

nationalism - and also of Hegel as nationalist - which is often tainted, to a 

greater or lesser extent, by the kind of nationalism (or nationalisms) prevalent 

in their own time, and their own attitude towards that kind of nationalism. 

According to Beramendi et a/: 

A significant number of the conceptual discussions about what 
nationalism is suffer from a certain imprecision concerning what 
exactly the object of study is. Furthermore, the discord is not just in 
function of the various languages - the sense of the word "nationalismn 
varies from language to language - but also in the focus adopted by, 
and in the prior position of each author .... 83 

Some Hegelian interpreters - on the basis of Hegel's comments 

concerning the "modern staten [notably in the Philosophy of Righ~. which they 

identify with the modern nation state, and on the basis that he [allegedly] 

supported the establishment of a unified and sovereign nation-state in 

Germany qua 'deutscher Nationalstaaf- appear to regard nationalism, 

~K . edourie, Elle, Nationalism [London: Hutchinson, 1960), p.9. 
82 

Writing in the twentieth century, George Orwell, for instance, includes under nationalism "such movements and 
tendencies as Communism, political Catholicism, Zionism, anti-Semitism, Trotskyism and Pacifism ••• •. 
rtcline of the English Murder and Other Essays, "Notes on Nationalism•, p. 156. 

Beramendi, J.G., Maiz, R. & Nunez, X.M. (eds.] Nationalism in Europe: Past and Present Vol. I Introduction 
PP.19/20. ' ' ' 
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broadly speaking, as a modern political theory, ideology and doctrine - "a form 

of politics that arises in close association with the development of the modern 

state"84
, i.e. the modern nation-state.85 Hermann Heller, for example, 

maintains that Hegel was "the first exponent of the modern nationalist state"86• 

Wood refers to "Hegel's high praise for the modern nation state"87
, which "has 

given him the reputation of being a cultural nationalist"86
, and the "lofty role" 

assigned by Hegel to the nation-state. Knox and Nisbet translate "Volk als 

Staaf' [PR §331] as nation state, and Knox (amongst others) holds that Hegel 

supported German unification. Hegel is thus frequently associated with both 

cultural and political nationalism as it manifested itself in Germany during the 

. nineteenth century, but also with its later development, or rather Ausartung 

into extreme forms, notably National Socialism. 

Modern political nationalism as it has appeared since the eighteenth

century Revolutions in America (1776) and France (1789)-which gave birth 

to the idea that "all fundamental sovereignty resides in the nation", so that 

states should consequently be based on nations [The Declaration of the 

Rights of Man, 1789]89 
- is understood by Alter "as both an ideology and a 

political movement which holds the nation and the sovereign nation-state to 

84 

85 
Brass, P., Ethnicity and Nationalism. Theory and Comparison [New Delhi: Sage, 1991), p. 48. 
According to Hans Kohn, 

The nation-state is a very recent development in history. It was not only unknown to Antiquity and to the 
Middle Ages, but was practically non-existent in Asia or Africa until the middle of the 20th century. There were 
instead city-states and empires (many of these theoretical world-empires), feudal and dynastic states, states 
based on religion and the foremost community link, and tribal agglomerations. The modem nation-state 
emerged in the great Western Revolutions in the 18th century, in Holland, England and the United States 
based upon a new integrating force or group consciousness - nationalism. ' 

~ohn, Hans, Prelude to Nation-States: The French and German Experience 1789-1815, p.1. 
Cf. Hegel und der nationale Machtstaatsgedanke in Deutsch/and (Leipzig & Berlin: B.G. Teubner, 1921); as referred 

t~ by Shlomo Avineri in "Hegel and Nationalism" in Stewart, Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.111. 

88 
See Allen Wood's Footnote to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbet, p. 473. 
Although Wood believes that Hegel was not In favour of German unification • this is a bit unclear: why does he not 

associate Hegel with political nationalism if he praised the nation state so highly? Does "nation-state• in Wood's 
Vocabulary, have no political connotations? Why not use culture state [Kulturstaa~ instead of nation irtate if this is, 
li7ideed, the case? 

Hobsbawm regards the USA and France as "the two founding nations of the modem nation-state"· See "Nation 
State, Ethnicity, Religion: Transformations of Identity", in Beramendi et al, Op.cit., p.37. ' . ' 
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be crucial indwelling values, and which manages to mobilize the political will 

of a people or a large section of a population".9() Hence, nationalism, to quote 

Gellner, is "primarily a political principle, which holds that the political and the 

national unit should be congruent. .. a nationalist movement is one actuated 

by a sentiment of this kind ... "91 Nationalists, then, seek to establish the nation 

as a "nation-state"92
, and criteria of nationhood or nationality [belonging 

to/identity with the nation] may include inhabiting a pre-existing territory, 

common language, descent or ethnicity, history, religion, tradition, etc. The 

latter may therefore provide a sense of nation [NationNolk] and nationality 

[NationaliUiWolkstum]. Nationalism in this sense amounts to a modern 

· political principle, according to which people of common territory and shared 

national characteristics (however defined) should be free to unite themselves 

into a sovereign independent state, or, alternatively, free to "break away from 

already existing units"93
• 

The modernity of nationalism (and hence of 'the nation'), however, is 

by no means universally accepted, and scholars of the subject broadly divide 

into two camps: the primordialists/perennialists, and the modernists. As 

Beramendi et al point out: 

The basic differentiation which is made among scholars of nationalism 
is usually on the basis of the primordialist/modernist axis. In other 
words, there are those who believe that Nations or ethnic groups 
which are conscious of possessing collective political rights are given 
pre-existent entities even before the Late Modern period (i.e. ea. 
1780); and there are others, on the other hand, who believe that 
nationalism is a product of the transition from the Old Regime to a 
liberal and capitalist society, and that therefore it is a political
ideological construction related directly to modernity and which must 

90 
91 

Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p.8. 

92 
Gellner, Ernest, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), p.1. 

93 

Of course, as Sean Cronin points out [Irish Nationalism, p.2): 

the terms 'nation' and 'state' are_. .. di~tinct, except in American ~age. The nation does not necessarily 
require a state to express Its nationalism, and a state may consist of several nations or part of a nation. 

Carr, E.H., Nationalism and After, p.6. 
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be accompanied by social and economic changes if it is to be 
successful and spread throughout the population.94 

Smith summarises the essential differences between the perennialist 

and modernist conceptions of the nation in terms of a useful diagram: 

Perennialism Modernism 
The nation as 

Cultural community Political community 
Immemorial Modern 
Rooted Created 
Organic Mechanical 
Seamless Divided 
Quality Resource 
Popular Elite-construct 
Ancestrally-based Communication-based. 95 

While modernists generally do not deny the existence of pre-modern 

. and pre-political expressions of communal togetherness, collective identity 

and ethnic association - as well as awareness of and loyalty to a common 

interest on the part of people sharing certain characteristics, especially 

language, culture, religion, ethnicity etc. - they hold that these did not amount 

to a political theory, doctrine or ideology capable of engendering national 

action [=what is common to the whole nation, concerned with its interests as 

distinct from those of a faction, section or party] aimed at common political 

ends [e.g. the establishment of an independent, sovereign nation state]. As 

the historian David Thomson notes - having defined nation as "a community 

of people whose sense of belonging together derives from their belief that 

they have a common homeland and from experience of common traditions, 

and historical developments" - nations, in this sense, had certainly existed 

many centuries before the nineteenth century. But, he argues, 

European nationalism in its modern sense, of the desire of such a 
community to assert its unity and independence vis-a-vis other 

94 
95 Beramendi, J.G. et.al. [eds.], Nationalism in Europe: Past and Present, Introduction, pp.16-18. 

Smith, Anthony D., Nationalism and Modernism, p.23. 
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communities or groups, is mainly a product of the nineteenth 
century.96 

Hegel himself, for instance, distinguishes between modern and 

ancient nations [Veilker/Nationen] in his Lectures on the Philosophy of World 

History. Speaking of the Greeks and Romans, he asserts: "nothing could be 

more different than the character of those nations and that of our times" 

[LPWH 21]. Moreover, the modern state [dermodeme Staaij is not identical 

with e.g. the Athenian po/is - i.e. the Greek city-state was the characteristic 

political unit of ancient Greece, but is no longer the characteristic political unit 

of modernity. As we shall see, the fundamental difference is constituted by 

what Hegel calls the "principle of modernity", i.e. the principle of subjective 

freedom, which demarcates the modern age from that of antiquity. 

One must, however, keep in mind that 

pre-political forms of collective identity (from the pre-Modern era) have 
a role (ever since the 18th century) when it comes to favouring or 
establishing conditions favourable to the development of powerful 
nationalisms. 97 

In other words, older forms of collective identity constitute one factor in 

the shaping of modern nations and nationalisms. Yet, many pre-national 

forms of collective identity did not develop into clearly defined nationalisms, 

which implies that there are other factors one must take into account - e.g. 

the creation of a set of common images - usually by intellectual elites - for the 

formation of new collective identities; the creation of myths and symbols in the 

intellectual, socio-political construction of national identities, etc. Hegel was 

acutely conscious of - and generally opposed to - contemporary attempts to 

invent or resurrect traditions related to common origins or mythical founders, 

and thus create a common set of symbols and images designed to 

96 
97 

Thomson, David, Europe since Napoleon, p.123. 

Beramendl, J.G. et.al. (eds.], Nationalism in Europe: Past and Present, Introduction, p.18. 
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98 

homogenise 'the Germans' as much as possible, give them a set of images 

representing an authentic German way of life, and create a sense of historic 

continuity. Referring to nationalism in nineteenth century Europe in general, 

Hobsbawm notes that this was a common feature: "historic continuity had to 

be invented ... by creating an ancient past beyond effective historical 

continuity, either by semi-fiction [Bodicea, Vercingetorix, Arminius the 

Cheruscan] or by forgery [Ossian98
, the Czech medieval manuscripts]".99 In 

Hegel's day, the poet Klopstock, for instance, tried to resurrect Arminius 

(Hermann) as an image suggesting historic continuity, victory over the foreign 

invader and liberation from foreign oppression. However, this attempt failed, 

. according to Hegel - as well as Goethe - because 

[T]his imagery is not that of Germans today. The project of restoring to 
a nation an imagery once lost was always doomed to failure ... The old 
German imagery has nothing in our day to connect or adapt itself to; it 
stands as cut off from the whole circle of our ideas, opinions, and 
beliefs, and is as strange to us as the imagery of Ossian or of India 
[ETW, 149). 

More recent events, however, provided nationalists with more suitable 

and successful images for the purpose of homogenisation and the 

development of a national consciousness. Thus, for instance, the defeat of 

the French at Leipzig in 1812 quickly became a nationalist legend. 

Defining nationalism is further complicated by the fact, as Alter notes, that it 

conceals within itself extreme opposites and contradictions. It can 
mean emancipation, and it can mean oppression. Nationalism, it 
seems, is a repository of dangers as well as opportunities .... 100 

~ssian was a legendary 3rd century Gaelic ~arrior_ bard, son of Finn. In the mid 18th century, James Macpherson 
pubhshed a prose collection of Poems of ~~s,~n! which he claimed to have translated from Scottish Highland originals; 
after much controversy as to their authenticity, it is now generally agreed that they were entirely or mainly his own 
:orks; cf. Penguin Encyclopaedia, p.437. 

Hobsbawm, Erle & Ranger, Terence [eds.], The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, lt83), Introduction, p. 7. 
Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p. 2. 
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In other words, nationalism can be associated with forces striving for 

political, cultural, social and economic emancipation, as well as with forces 

whose goal is oppression. Moreover, nationalism may function as an element 

for integration as well as exclusion, i.e. of embracing new members, on the 

one hand, or excluding individuals or groups deemed undesirable qua 

members of the nation on the other. In the case of the USA and France, the 

earliest modern nation-states (defined territorially, as Hobsbawm maintains, 

e.g. the thirteen colonies, the kingdom of France), anybody could become a 

member of their respective nations provided one "accepted the constitution 

and laws of the revolutionary state", so that their inhabitants constituted a 

. "multiplicity of ethnic groups, cultures, languages and cults."101 Some 

maintain, therefore, that, "at the outset, nationalism was an inclusive and 

liberating force", which, for a time "seemed indistinguishable from popular 

democracy"102
, and that it was only in its later development that it became 

increasingly militaristic, aggressive and chauvinistic. Avineri attributes the 

development of modern nationalism to both "the increased value attributed to 

the cultural and ethnic association and to romantic communal togetherness" 

and "the crystallisation of the modern territorial state that constituted the 

context in which the national claims were realised." These two "currents", 

Avineri continues, 

are distinct phenomena, caused by different historical and cultural 
developments. They met in the course of the nineteenth century 
through the grafting of the national idea into the political structure of 
the territorial machinery produced by monarchical absolutism.103 

101 
E Hobsbawm, Eric, "Nation, State, Ethnicity, Religion: Transformations of Identity", in Beramendl et.al., Nationalism in 

10~rope: Past and Present, Vol. I., p.37. 

103 Smith, Anthony D., Nationalism and Modernism, p. 187. 
Avinerl, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", In Stewart, Jon [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, pp.127-128. 
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Acknowledging the problems of definition associated with the term 

nationalism, Smith - from his own modernist perspective - distinguishes 

between the "varying usages of nationalism" as 

1 doctrines or ideologies, 
2 movements, 
3 sentiments, and 
4 processes of 'nation building', ... 
5 symbols and languages (of nationalism), 

and outlines the "core doctrine" of modern nationalism in terms of the 

following "essential propositions": 

1 the world is naturally divided into nations, each of which has its 
peculiar character and destiny; 

2 the nation is the source of all political power, and loyalty to it overrides 
all other loyalties; 

3 if they wish to be free, and to realise themselves, men must identify 
with and belong to a nation; 

4 global freedom and peace are functions of the liberation and security 
of all nations; 

5 nations can only be liberated and fulfilled in their own sovereign 
states.104 

Those nationalist interpretations of Hegel's political thought that treat of 

nationalism broadly as a modern political phenomenon tend to concentrate 

on identifying it with one or more of the above 'core doctrines' outlined by 

Smith. The image of the nationalist Hegel rests accordingly on the 

assumption that the philosopher supported the modern political demand that 

nations should form states and that the international order ought to be a 

system of nation-states. In a negative sense, Hegel is said to have "glorified" 

and "deified" the nation-state at the expense of individual freedom, thus 

paving the way towards a theory of the Nationalstaat realised by Bismarck, 

and the totalitarian state of Hitler. 

104 
Smith, Anthony D., Nationalism and Modernism, p. 187. 
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105 

Others, however, have associated Hegel not with political nationalism 

in the sense outlined above, but rather with ethno-cultural and even racialist 

nationalism [whether positively - e.g. Binder, Larenz, Bulow, Schonfeld, 

Haring - or negatively -e.g. Popper, Apelt, Kiesewetter - from their own 

perspective]. According to these interpretations, which seem to focus more 

on his Geschichtsphilosphie rather than his Rechtsphi/osphie, Hegel is said to 

have conceived of the German Volksgeist- a concept that "held a central 

position in German nationalism itselr105 and thus counts among the basic 

terms of the' nationalist vocabulary - as the spirit of a closed and 

homogenous ethno-cultural community or Volksgemeinschaft [i.e. as it was 

. understood by some nationalists themselves]. From there, it was a short step 

to the identification of Hegel's Volksgeist with the concept of race 

[Rasse/Geschlechij. Hegel's name came to be associated with tribalism and 

a vlJ/kisch ideology based on extreme nationalism and, contrary to all the 

evidence, even with anti-Semitism and mystical notions of a uniquely German 

Volk with roots in the Teutonic past. 

Avineri, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism•, in J. Stewart [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p. 114. 
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106 

ii) German Nationalism 

German nationalism refers to the particular manifestations of modern 

nationalism in Germany106 during the late eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, and its subsequent developments. Its political expression after 

1806 (essentially encapsulated in the twofold demand for a) liberation from 

foreign [i.e. French] oppression and political domination, and b) establishment 

of an autonomous and unified German nation-state [Nationalstaam, which 

arose during the struggle with Napoleon, is generally said to have been 

. preceded by a cultural or Romantic one. Cultural nationalism is here 

employed synonymously with Romantic nationalism, since most cultural 

nationalists were also Romantiker [and the same holds for a number of 

political nationalists]. For instance, J.G. Herder (1744-1803) is commonly 

regarded as the 'father of (German) cultural nationalism' and "pioneer of 

German Romanticismn, as well as the "main founder of the doctrine of 

Romantic nationalism"107
; Anthony D. Smith maintains that the "German 

Fichtean version of nationalism" [as expressed in Fichte's Addresses to the 

German Nation] "was largely Romanticn108
; Terry Pinkard refers to Joseph von 

GOrres as "the Romantic arch-nationalist"109
; and E.H. Carr speaks of "the 

nationalism of the Romantic movement"110 in general. One may therefore 

speak of two different kinds or types of German nationalism - and, hence, 

also of changing nationalist styles, i.e. a transition from cultural/Romantic 

_Where Germany • Deutsch/and - usually refers to the territories of the Holy Roman Empire [or rather the 'former 
terrrtories' after 1806], or to all German-speaking lands and/or populations (which, of course, still amounts to a •territorial 
~ 7finition', although not necessarily one that 'overlaps' with the former). 

108 
Magee, Bryan, The Story of Philosophy, p.137. 

~mith, Anthony D., Modernism and Na~i~nalism, p.; Ficht~'s cultura! Romanticism becomes apparent when we 
f:s1der e.g. his appeal to the days of ArmInIus [Hermann], his emphasis on language and the German Urvolk, etc. 

Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p.390. 
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nationalism to political nationalism [although the former largely allied itself with 

the latter during the War.s of Liberation]. This distinction is also sometimes 

expressed by identifying the former primarily as an expression of ethno

cultural and/or linguistic nationalism. Hobsbawm, for instance, refers to 

"ethnic-linguistic nationalist movements"111
• This kind of nationalism is 

primarily based on concerns about collective ancestry or descent (which, as 

Horovitz notes, "usually carries with it traits believed to be innaten112
), 

historical origins and traditions, language, religion and culture, ethnic identity 

within the national community qua Volk or Nation understood as a primordial 

ethno-cultural and/or linguistic community - and the latter as an expression of 

. civic nationalism - based on concerns about political organisation and 

constitutional reform, citizen rights, civil society, civic identity within the 

(nation) state etc. Political nationalists generally champion the political nation 

[Staatsnation/Staatsvolk] as a community of responsible citizens [equal 

before the law] expressing a common political will through the state [Staa~. In 

the early nineteenth century, political nationalists in Germany shared much in 

common with liberals and democrats, notably the demand for political 

reforms, greater political participation and personal liberty, and the demand 

for a constitution [Verfassung]. According to Hutchinson, the ideal of political 

nationalism amounts to 

a civic polity of educated citizens united by common laws and mores 
like the po/is of classical antiquity. Their [i.e. political nationalists] 
objectives are essentially modernist: to secure a representative state 
for their community so that it might participate as an equal in the 
developing cosmopolitan rationalist civilization. By contrast, the 
cultural nationalist perceives the state as accidental, for the essence 

110 

111 Carr, E.H., Nationalism and After, p.8. 
. Hobsbawm, Eric J., "Nation, State, Ethnicity, Religion: Transformations of Identity", In Beramendi et al., Nationalism 
~~furope: Past and Present, p.41. 

As cited in Smith, Anthony D., Modernism and Nationalism, p. 180. 
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of a nation is its distinctive civilization, which is the product of its 
unique history, culture and geographical profile.113 

Political nationalism in Germany assumed both liberal /democratic [in 

the above civic and modernist sense] and conservative or reactionary forms, 

but both were influenced [to varying degrees] by cultural/Romantic notions 

concerning e.g. the Volk or Nation, national integration, citizenship etc. This 

is, for example, manifest [after 1806] in the liberals' and reactionaries' 

exaggerated Volkstamelei or Deutschtamelei, hatred of everything foreign 

and every foreigner, especially hatred of the French and the Jews [as 

manifest in the anti-French sentiments during the Befreiungskriege, and the 

political reaction against Jewish emancipation respectively], and the {pseudo) 

politics of feeling or emotion, i.e. the injection of irrational factors into politics 

as, e.g. in the case of Fries' "pap" of "heart, friendship, and enthusiasm", 

according to which only that "is true which each individual allows to rise out of 

his heart, emotion and inspiration about. .. the state, the government, and the 

constitution" criticised by Hegel in the Preface of his Rechtsphilosophie. As 

Isaiah Berlin argued, there was thus a development "from the conscious 

defence of German culture", as manifest "in the relatively mild literary 

patriotism of Thomasius and Lessing and their seventeenth century 

forerunners, to Herder's assertion of cultural autonomy, until it leads to an 

outburst of aggressive chauvinism in Arndt, Jahn, Korner, Goerres, during 

and after the Napoleonic invasion" .114 

113 
Hutchinson, John, The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism: The Gaelic Revival and the Creation of the Irish Nation 

~t:'e [London: Allen & Unwin, 1987], pp.12-13). 
Berlin, Isaiah, "Nationalism", in Against the Current: Essays in the History of Ideas, p.346. 
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Another distinction is made concerning German political (or civic) 

nationalism as such: historians and scholars often point out the contrast 

between its earlier and later nineteenth century phases (and thus of changing 

nationalist styles also in this sense), the former [i.e. the liberal/democratic 

version] retaining from the previous century much of its internationalist 

idealism [the idealism of the Enlightenment and the Revolution], rationalism, 

universalism, and pacific inclinations [making it virtually indistinguishable from 

liberalism and democracy], while the latter [i.e. the conservative/reactionary 

. version] parts with this idealism, and becomes imperialistic, chauvinistic, 

aggressively militaristic and xenophobic. However, some of these negative 

aspects - notably hatred of the foreigner and aggressive chauvinism - were 

by no means absent from German liberal/democratic nationalism in its early 

nineteenth century manifestation [consider the views of Fries]. 

Cultural/Romantic nationalism is also a form of what is generally called 

elite nationalism, since it was advocated and promoted by intellectual and 

artistic elites, appealing especially to historical origins, language and cultural 

differences [cultural particularity and uniqueness) for the purpose of ethno

cultural/linguistic homogenisation [of course, as far as e.g. linguistic uniformity 

is concerned, according to Hobsbawm, "in a society without primary 

education, this is not even conceivable except for restricted elitesl Consider 

Hans Kohn's view that "in eastern and western Europe it was the poet, the 

philologist, and the historian who created the nationalities". In other words, 

national self-consciousness, in the early nineteenth century, appears to have 

been restricted to a minority of the educated and politically aware. Indeed, 

Fries argued that "love of the German fatherland [das deutsche Vaterfandj is 
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and must remain first and foremost a cause for the learned, not for the 

commonersn115
• However, national self-consciousness and national 

sentiment became popular - a cause for the commoners - owing to the 

general resentment of and alienation from French political domination prior to 

and during the Wars of Liberation against Napoleon [1813-1815]. In other 

words, a common enemy proved instrumental in popularising national 

sentiments and thus in producing a new sense of togetherness and unity. 

The German cultural elite, the Romantic writers, poets, artists and 

thinkers promoted nationalist sentiments - i.e. sentiments of belonging to or 

being a member of the Nation or Volk (i.e. national self-consciousness) - by 

emphasising ethno-cultural and linguistic [rather than political or civic] unity 

and autonomy. They stirred pride in e.g. German folklore and folk-tales 

[Volksmilrchen], folk-songs [Volksliede;J, past history and heroisms, ancient 

customs and traditions, etc. In this way, according to Thomson, German 

Romanticism "appealed to sentiments of separateness: it reminded men of all 

that was special, individual, and personal"116
, as opposed to the prevalent 

emphasis on all that was common, shared and universal a /a the 

Enlightenment and the Revolution. (Herder, for instance rejected the 

Enlightenment idea that man, in every country at every time, had, or could 

ever have, identical values, emphasising the 'singularity of all cultures'). This 

entailed an emphasis on both the individual's particularity and uniqueness117 

as stressed in Romantic literature and philosophy, and the collective 

individuality and uniqueness of one's own people - Volk or Nation - and its 

115 
As cited by Otto Dann, "Nationalismus und sozialer Wandel in Deutschland 1806-1850", In: idem [ed.], 

Nationalismus und sozialer Wandel, (Hamburg: 1978), p.113. 
116 

Thomson, David, Europe since Napoleon, p.142. 
117 

Hegel, on the other hand, maintained: "Man darf ... die EigentOmlichkeit der Menschen nicht zu hoch anschlagen ... • 
[Enc.Ill §392, p.71]. 
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Kultur (as stressed in the fields of e.g. history, art, jurisprudence, philology, 

anthropology, etc.). 

Thus, owing to disillusionment with the emphasis on universalism and 

rationalism, as well as the ideal of a cosmopolitan world society (which Hegel, 

like Herder, regarded not as a "real entity", but an "abstraction"), a new feeling 

of national self-consciousness emerged and found particular expression in 

Germany. We might say with Berlin that the 'local soul' began to reassert itself 

after being overrun by the 'World-Soul' (i.e. Napoleon Bonaparte).118 In other 

words, "the French cosmopolitan ideal had undermined the communities or 

characteristics by which people formerly identified themselves, thus allowing 

an emphasis on ethnic and national identity to emerge".119 Given this new 

emphasis on national culture, it is not surprising to discover that nineteenth

century Germany witnessed a great increase in the study of history with 

particular emphasis on the national origins -especially, of course, on the origin 

of one's own nation - and development of a European people, together with a 

new intensive interest in German folklore, myths, and music. Hegel 

undoubtedly belonged to a historically and nationally-minded generation. 

Cultural/Romantic nationalism derives its desire for autonomy primarily 

from concerns about common ancestry, language, literature, history and 

traditions, education, and art, which, according to Alter, "do not necessitate 

mediation by a nation-state or other political form".120 According to Smith, 

for cultural nationalists, the nation is a primordial expression of the 
individuality and the creative force of nature. Like families, nations are 
natural solidarities; they evolve in the manner ... of organic beings and 
living personalities.121 

118 
Berlin, Isaiah, "Return of the Volksgeisr, see Gardels, Nathan [ed.], At Century's End, p. 91. 
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Ibid. 
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Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p.14. 
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Smith, Anthony D., Nationalism and Modernism, p. 180. 
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The state is thus seen as accidental, at best a means to an end - the 

preservation of the Nation or Volk thus understood - rather than an end in 

itself. 

The demand for cultural autonomy - generally as predicated on [pure] 

linguistic or ethno-cultural communities - emerged in Germany primarily as a 

Romantic (philosophico-religious [spiritual] and aesthetic) reaction against 

French rationalism, universalism, materialism, positivism and neo-

classicism 122
• This is manifest in the Romantic emphasis [from the Sturm und 

Drang movement that emerged around 1770 - and of which German 

Romanticism is said to be an offshoot - onwards 12, on emotion and 

sentiment over reason and the intellect [i.e. on irrationality rather than 

rationality], on the creative artist rather than the scientific thinker [i.e. on the 

spontaneous over the disciplined; on the creative and original genius rather 

than the plodding scholar], on subjectivity rather than objectivity, on the heroic 

individual and people, on imagination [Einbildungskraft], intuition [Ahnung; 

also in the sense of immediate knowledge or unmittelbares Wissen], fantasy, 

sentimental archaism, and religious mysticism. Various Romantic secret 

societies, notably the Tugendbund [League of Virtue] founded in 1810, 

emerged. Romanticism championed the 'cult of personality', and elevated 

individual sentiment and individual character; it denounced the effort to 

systematize concepts, analyses and judgements as the 'rationalistic 

arrogance of science', and often showed an equal disregard for laws in 

122 
According to Goethe {in rejection of his early Romantic principles): "Classicism is health, Romanticism disease"; as 

cited in Geddes & Gossett's Dictionary of Uterature, p.180. 
123 

The young Goethe was a central figure of the Sturm und Orang ['Storm and Stress') movement, and The Sorrows 
of Young Werther was a product of this period, a typically 'Romantic' novel [according to Hegel, who had little or no 
time for Romanticism, Goethe "hat an diese Prosa sein Genie verschwender; BS, Werke XI Aphorismen, §21, 565]. 
Indeed, it was Goethe who had brought Herder to Weimar. Later, however, Goethe distanced himself from the 
Increasingly irrational and aggressive sentiments that had not only invaded the cultural, but also the political sphere. For 
instance, he became increasingly critical of the Romantic emphasis on "originality", as well as the attempts by e.g. 
Klopstock to resurrect the 'ancient Teutonic' past. Moreover, unlike many of the wor1d-weary Romantics, Goethe was 
aetively involved in matters of the state, and he held many administrative positions. Goethe admired Napoleon, from 
Whom he accepted the Cross of the Legion of Honour in October 1808, and opposed political unification. 
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general, which were seen as fetters to individual freedom, so that the 

Romantic-liberal could proclaim: Every law an infringement of liberty! [The 

emphasis on the greater importance of the individual as opposed to society, 

and implicit condemnation of restrictions to individual freedom, according to 

Thomson, "made it easy to abandon rationalism for nationalism"124
]. As 

Wordsworth noted, the "new philosophy" was "a tempting region where 

passions had the privileged touch ... the dream flattered the young. How 

glorious to build social freedom on the basis of the individual's freedom, 

superior to the blind restraints of general laws."125 Thus, many Romantiker 

regarded any system of law and any constitution with suspicion as restrictions 

on their individual or personal liberty. Even those who did believe that 

obedience to law was necessary, as Hegel noted, nevertheless complain 

when such obedience is demanded by the authorities since it is immediately 

seen to run counter to personal freedom [hence, they contradict themselves]. 

For Hegel, as Rosenzweig noted, conservative and reactionary Romantics -

many of whom [like Savigny] sought to uphold the old customary laws 

[Gewohnheitsrechte] of the former Reich 128 [and who were thus at odds with 

constitutionalists who advocated the adoption of a rational and common law 

code in the manner of the Code Napoleon] - and liberal Romantics essentially 

belong together in their "hatred of the law" .127 Hegel consequently opposed 

the Romantic-nationalist movement in his day, to borrow the words of Knox, 

124 
Thomson, David, Europe since Napoleon, p. 141 

125 
Wordsworth, William, "Prelude", xi, in W. Knight [ed.), The Worl<s of William Wordsworth, Vol. Ill, London: 1896), 

f~ 223-4. 
The Go/dene Bulle, which was based on customary law (Gewohnheitsrech~, constiMed the basic law 

[GrundgesetzJ of the Holy Roman Empire from 1356 until 1806 [it was thus in effect for 450 years]. 
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a) "precisely because the nationalists wanted to replace the modern, 
rationally organised states by what amounts to a Romantic chimera 
of a subjective idea of an idealised German medieval past. They 
wanted to do away with modern, rational codification and replace it 
by traditional German law"; or 

b) because they opposed law in general as an 'intrinsic evil'. 

Moreover, the general Romantic-idealist emphasis on what ought to 

be - at the expense of what is - led to cultural and political Utopianism 128
, 

which, unsurprisingly, turned into disillusionment when faced with its own 

failure to become actual. As Hegel noted: "Nothing ... is more common than 

the complaint that the ideals which imagination sets up are not realised", i.e. 

that all the "glorious dreams are destroyed by cold actuality ... • [PH 35]. The 

Romantics, then, were at odds not only with rationality, but also with reality. 

As Thomson notes, they favoured, e.g. "heroic insurrection" against the 

French, and entertained the "wildest hopes•, which made 

the perfect breeding ground for idealists and dreamers, no less than 
for char1atans and ruffians. No project was too fantastic, no vision too 
unrealistic to attract their enthusiasm ... 129 

Many Romantic thinkers and writers championed the traditional family 

as basic model for modern socio-political organisation, thus rejecting the 

political Staat as a form of organised social or political life altogether, viewing 

it negatively, as the villain of the piece, against which they pitted the people -

the [imagined, idealised] primordial, unique, heroic, linguistically and ethno

culturally homogenous Volk or Nation. In other words, in rejecting one of the 

necessary conditions of statehood a la Hegel - "the presence of a well-

127 
Cf. Rosenzweig, Franz, Hegel und der Staat, Vol. II, p. 206. 

128 
In the 'truest sense' of the Greek ov roiroo-[ou topos), meaning 'no place', rather than the term ev ,:oltOO [en topos), 

with which it is often confused, meaning 'good place'. 
129 

Thomson, David, Europe since Napoleon, p.141. 
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defined system of laws and a rational constitution"130
, the Romantics rejected 

the political state as such. And those who did not, as mentioned above, 

sought a return to pre-revolutionary institutions, laws, and customs. 

Consequently, many of the cultural/Romantic socio-political doctrines were 

anti-modernist, and thus backward looking insofar as their proponents 

rejected the revolutionary break with traditional structures, and wanted to 

return to a mythical Teutonic or idealised medieval, Catholic past, or to the 

Holy Roman Empire and its political and social institutions [e.g. the patriarchal 

family as ideal unit of political organisation; authoritarian and paternalistic 

government, maintenance of customary laws rather than modern codification, 

etc.). Hegel, for instance, often refers negatively to the "empty talk of the 

excellence of the Catholic Middle Ages", and of sacrifice on "the altar of the 

fatherland [das Vaterlandj" [cf. Let. 152).131 Indeed, in Berlin Hegel expressed 

his hope that the "so-called German literature" might be dropped from the 

Gymnasium curriculum. In Jena, Hegel had already marvelled at the "old 

Germans" [i.e. here = Germans during the Middle Ages], whom he describes 

as a "funny people" [ein lustiges Volk], with respect to their literary figures, 

and likens to the 'new ones' [i.e. contemporary Germans] in this respect, i.e. 

the 'new Germans' of his day: 

aus dem wurdigen Ulysses, dessen Leben eine Ernsthaftigkeit ist, 
haben sie einen albernen Eulenspiegel, aus der gottlichen Kirke, aus 
dieser als Nemesis auftretend, ein Schwein gemacht. Die Neueren tun 
mehr oder minder dasselbe, nur mit groBerer Ernsthaftigkeit [JS, 
Werke II, "Aphorismen aus Hegels Wastebook", 541). 

The vocabulary of Cultural/Romantic nationalism is characterised by 

terms like Volksgeist [the unique spirit of a people], Urvolk [the Germans as a 

130 
Cf. Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 175. 

131 
For an extensive study concerning Hegel's attitude towards Romanticism see POggeler, Otto Hegel's Kritik der 

Romantik (Bonn: Bouvier, 1956); this is perhaps a reference to the autel de la patrie, a civic altar dedicated to the 
nation erected in the centre of the Champs de Mars [in the west of Paris] by the Jacobins. 
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primordial and original [and therefore also specia~ people], Ursprung [origin], 

(Ur)Heimat [ (original/primordial) homeland], Gemeinschaft or Gemeinwesen 

[community]132 rather than Gesellschaft [society; also in the sense of civil society -

die bOrgerliche Gesellschaft, which was often equated with the Staat], and 

Kulturnation or KultuNolk [cultural nation, a term apparently coined by Herder (1774-

1803) in c.a.1760] - unified by common language, descent and cultural traditions -

rather than the political concept of a Staatsvolk [in the sense of la nation as civic or 

political nation]. 

Cultural/Romantic nationalists in Germany thus stressed ethno

cultural and linguistic 'organic unity' rather than political union qua rational 

association of free and equal citizens. The ideal of cultural/Romantic 

nationalism, then, is that of an ethno-cultural and/or linguistic German 

Kulturvolk or Kultumation understood by some [e.g. Herder, Schlegel, 

Savigny] to be descendent from a primordial and original (Aryan/lndo

Germanic) Urvolk, that should be liberated from or purged of foreign linguistic 

and cultural elements in order to give expression to its unique [and pure or 

authentic] Volksgeist and Volkstum. 

The principal [but not exclusive] model for German national integration 

was thus established by the Romantics and cultural nationalists of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries [a model which can thus also be 

regarded as an elite construct]. It derived from and was based on the general 

idea of the NationNolk qua closed ethno-cultural and linguistic community, 

which is essentially independent of the political Staat [regarded as an artificial 

[i.e. non-organic] creation] and may even stand in opposition to it. Wrth the 

alignment of cultural Romanticism and political nationalism, however, many 

132 
In relation to Hegel's vocabulary, It should be noted, as Pelzcynski states, that Hegel is "very sparing with the term 

'community' (Gemeinwesen; but also Gemeinschaft]". He "never once uses the expression 'political community'"; cf. 
Pelzcynski, The State and Civil Society: Studies in Hegel's Political Philosophy, p. 72. 
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believed that a prospective unified German state should coincide with the 

linguistic and/or ethno-cultural nation, and thus implement and promote 

particular and specifically "German" [i.e. authentic, home-grown] principles 

and values based on the cultural/Romantic notion of the ethno-cultural 

German Volk or Nation. It was therefore both the German Romantics and the 

political supporters of a greater Germany who stressed ethno-cultural and 

linguistic unity. The latter meant little to Hegel, who believed that viable 

national states can be based on segments of ethnic nations [e.g. Prussia, 

WOrttemberg, Bavaria, etc.; see below under Nationalstaa~. 

The German model for national integration must therefore be 

distinguished from the French one, which was based on universal principles -

those of the Enlightenment and the Revolution - promoted and implemented 

by the state. While the French Revolution certainly eulogised le peuple, it did 

so in an essentially pre-Romantic and nee-classicist manner. Moreover, while 

it had encouraged the first great wave of French nationalism [civic 

nationalism] it nevertheless regarded itself as an essentially international 

event. It had, after all, not declared the "rights of man• just for Frenchmen but 

for all men, the "rights of the citizen" for citizens everywhere. As Georges 

Lefebvre notes: "The men of 1789 never entertained the idea that the rights 

of man and citizen were reserved for Frenchmen only" .133 Liberty and equality 

are the common birthright of mankind, not the monopoly of any one Volk or 

Nation. 

German cultural/Romantic nationalists, on the other hand, often spoke 

of the special kind of Germanic Freiheit - the "fierce independence• of the 

ancient Teutons, as described by the Roman historian Tacitus (cf. below: 

133 
Lefebvre, Georges, The Coming of the French Revolution, as cited in Church, William F. (ed.), The Influence of the 

Enlightenment on the French Revolution, p.83. 
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Footnote, p.64]. Hegel, in his manuscripts about the Verfassung 

Deutschlands (1799-1803), on the other hand, signifies the time "der alten 

deutschen Freiheit", "als es noch keinen Staat gab da der Einzelne durch 

Charakter und Sitte, und Religion zum Ganzen gehOrte", as "Sage" [myth or 

legend].134 As such this and other myths 'fall short of history'. 

It thus becomes apparent that German nationalism was ab initio 

ethnic in character - as Hobsbawm rightly points out - and thus more 

exclusive than inclusive in its conception of the Volk or Nation or any 

prospective Kulturstaat or Nationalstaat. In other words, it was dominated by 

the conception of ethnic [i.e. cultural, linguistic, racial, tribal] belonging and 

identity - the German Volk or Nation as an ethnic community having a specific 

origin by birth or descent. German nationalism was inclusive insofar as das 

deutsche Volk or die deutsche Nation would include all 'Germans' - all those 

who spoke German [lingustic identity], and/or all those who belonged to one 

of the recognised Deutsche Stamme or descent groups [Bavarians, 

Prussians, Swabians, etc.; basic ethnic (in the sense of racial or pertaining to 

race)/tribal identity]135
, and/or all those who inhabited the territories of the 

former Holy Roman Empire or other specified territories [territorial identity], or 

all of these combined - in a cultural state or political union qua unitary German 

state [i.e. one in which the linguistic, ethno-cultural, and/or territorial nation 

would coincide with the political Staa~. German nationalism was to be an 

134 
It has been argued that Hegel ultimately agreed with Voltaire's view that the study of "the origins of nations• [die 

UrsprOnge der Nation/lea origines des nations) Is a waste of time. As Myriam Bienenstock points out: "Es ist 
... bezeichnend, daB sich in Hegels Schriften, selbst in seinen zukOnftigen, kaum Passagen finden lassen, die einem 
solchen Studienobjekt gewidmet waren•, so that, in his Vorlesungen Ober die Philosophie der Geschichte [VPG, Werke 
XII, p.419) Hegel declines "die Germanen in ihre Walder zurOckzuverfolgen• or "den Ursprung der VOlkerwanderung auf 
[zu]suchen"; see Myriam Bienenstock, "Hegels Kodifikationsforderung um 1802", in Weisser-Lohmann, E. & Kohler, D., 
Verfassung und Revolution, p. 95. 
135 

According to Hobsbawm, being "German" was in function of belonging to one of these • Stsmme" - at least until 
Hitler, when this relationship was reversed, so that one was German first, and e.g. Bavarian, Prussian, Swabian, etc. 
second. Before Hitler, then, German nationalism assumed 'ethnic plurality', if by 'ethnic' we mean to signify, not 
'national', but 'sub-national' or 'regional' groups, e.g. tribes/clans, etc.; see Hobsbawm, Eric, "Nation, State, Ethnicity, 
Religion: Transformations of Identity", in Beramendi J.G. et.al. [eds.] Nationalism in Europe: Past end Present, p.37. 
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inclusive force only insofar as it would break down the various localisms of 

region, dialect, custom and class in the process of national homogenisation. 

At the same time, it was an exclusive force insofar as it defined 

national identity or nationality - Volkstum - largely negatively, i.e. by 

emphasising primarily what and who is to be regarded as un-German 

[undeutsch]- e.g. in distinction from deutsch proper, or 

reindeutschlechtdeutsch and, once it established what 'being German' was 

not, by seeking to prescribe some ideal and largely mythic form of 'authentic 

Germanness' [including, during the Wars of Liberation, e.g. Teutonic dress 

and manners]. While this certainly created a greater sense of national self

consciousness in sharp distinction from other peoples, it developed into a 

fixed and irrational position concerning everything alien or foreign [and, as 

such, was rejected by Hegel]. 

The negative definition of national identity made itself manifest in the 

cultural as well as political sphere. For instance, many cultural/Romantic 

nationalists who focused on language as the most important factor of German 

national identity and thus of fostering German unity, demanded the expulsion 

from the German language of all Fremdw6rter [foreign-words] and Lehnw6rter 

[loan words], and either resurrected old-medieval [teutonic] terms or 

developed new 'German' coinages for well-established words like Nationalitllt 

- which Jahn turned into Volkstum [1809] - Humanitllt, Rationalittlt, etc., 

leading ultimately to the demand - albeit one restricted to the educated 

classes - for a Sprachpurismus that would eventually tum not only against 

'foreign languages' like French (consider Herder: "spew out the ugly slime of 

the Seine. Speak German, 0 you Germans I"), but even against some of the 
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long established dialects, notably jiddisch.136 The Romantic vision of a 

reindeutsche or echtdeutsche Kultur purified of all foreign cultural elements is 

contained in these demands for a pure German language; the notion of rein

or echtdeutsch [purely German; pure German; real German, authentically 

German] later manifested itself in the more extreme demand for a German 

Volksgemeinschaft of pure blood. Fichte supported the idea of "purging• the 

German language of foreign loan words [Lehnw6rtetj"to make the Germans a 

fully cultivated people [gebildetes Volk].• Jakob Grimm maintained - in terms 

136 
During Hegel's time, the idea that German, like ancient Greek, is an 'original language' (eine ursprDng/iche 

Sprache], became popular. In the seventeenth century, the Italian philosopher Gambattista Vico had already put 
forward the notion that German is a "living heroic language", an idea that was popularised in the eighteenth century by 
Herder and Fichte. Coupled with the belief in the originality [UrsprDng/ichkeif) of the German language was the idea that 
it constitutes the vehicle of a particular - a national - culture. During the nineteenth century, this led to the Identification 
of "nation" [Nation) and "nationality" [Nationalitat or StaatsangehOrigkeif) with ianguage" [Sprache] - I.e. of the "German 
nation", "German nationality" and the "German language" - and, consequently, to the view that "Deutschland" extents 
as far as German is spoken. The forces of nationalism understood how to make use of the "politics of language• 
(Sprachenpolitik), and soon converted "one nation, one language" into "one language, one nation". 

Language thus came to be a "unifying symbol" [ein einheit/iches Symbo~, which, In a disunited "Germany" -
or, at least In the minds of those who sought to remedy this situation - had a particular function: the creation of a 
"national consciousness". However, It should be noted that this was by no means a "special German developmenr, but, 
as Karl W. Deutsch has shown, a general European phenomenon. Deutsch enumerates fifteen European countries 
which, in the nineteenth century, reached "nationales BewuBtsein" through their language and literature. Thus, In (pre
revolutionary) Hungary for Instance, Stefan Szechenyl and Josef EOtrOs maintained, "the nation exists In its language". 

In Germany, the existence of a multitude of local and regional dialects posed a particular problem, which 
some sought to resolve by emphasising the establishment of a Standardsprache, I.e. a standardised form of German. 
Again, the idea that "foreign• linguistic elements had to be purged made its appearance in relation to this matter, for it 
was not long before some of the German "dialects• themselves were shown to be of "foreign origin" and hence to be 
discouraged or suppressed [notably jiddisch [or Judendeutschfl. The Wartburg agitators had already demanded the 
prohibition of the French language, which was, as Goethe pointed out in conversation with Eckermann (1825), still "die 
Sprache des Umgangs" - at least in 'educated circles'. 

Characteristic of the nineteenth century was an ongoing public debate concerning the question of "foreign 
loan-words" [FremdWC:Srter), which led to the emergence of a "linguistic purism" [ Sprachpurismus), which sought to 
preserve the "purity" [Reinheif] of the German language chiefly by purging it - and thus "the Germans" - of "foreign 
Influences•. The German vocabulary was hence dMded into "deutsche WOrter" and "FremdwOrter". While many 
"national" [nationa/e] - and also "nationalist" [nationa/istische] - words emerged during this period, "foreign words" were 
generally rejected based on their "foreign origin", and especially as symptoms of unwanted and potentially damaging 
"foreign influences" on the German language and "the Germans", I.e. all those who speak German. Consequently, the 
call was for the "purging", but also towards the Verdeutschung [Germanisation; see, e.g. Joachim Heinrich Campe's 
(17 46-1813) W6rterbuch zur Erktarung und Verdeutschung der unserer Sprache aufgedrungenen fremde AusdrDcke 
(1801)) of foreign words; and, as Lutz Mackensen points out (Deutsche Etymologie, p.23) this "trend" further led to the 
revival of almost forgotten "old Germanic" words, e.g. 

· Fehde (ahd. Fehida Feindseligkeit [animosity, enmity], durch Bodmer); Fame (durch Moser), Gau (durch 
Burger), hehr (durch Klopstock), Hort (ahd. Hort, zu einem Stamm, der In lat. custos Warter [custodian) 
vorliegt und "verbergen• [to hide, concea~ bedeutet; ... Sippe (ahd. Sipp[e] a BOndniss, Blutsverwandschaft; 
Grundbedeutung: zu mir gehOrigen Gruppe, daher auch: Stamm .... 

The 'younger Hegel' appears to have had some sympathy with this position: "In seiner Sprache reden, ist eines der 
hOchsten Bildungsmomente. Ein Volk gehOrt sich. Die Fremdartigkeit, bis auf die latelnischen Lettem, hinaus!" [JS, 
Werke II, "Aphorismen aus Hegel's Wastebook" (1803-1806), p. 557). 

The 'older Hegel', however, seems opposed to both, the general emphasis on "original language" and 
"Verdeutschung• [Germanlsation). In relation to "philosophical German" [phi/osophisches Deutsch), for example, he 
maintains that "we should adopt from foreign languages [fremden Sprachen) some words that have through usage 
already acquired citizen rights (BOrgeffechte] in philosophy". Unlike many of his contemporaries - notably Fichte and 
Grimm - Hegel did not, therefore, propose or support the expulsion of foreign "loan-words" (Lehnw6rter) If these are well 
established in German usage. But he did also believe, according to lnwood [A Hegel Dictionary, p.5), that 

It Is crucial for the development of a people to possess literary and cultural products in Its native tongue and 
that the structure and vocabulary of German are especially well suited for the expression of certain important 
truths. 
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that would later assume a more sinister tone in more sinister circumstance 137 

-that 

alle Sprachen, solange sie gesund sind, haben einen naturtrieb, das 
fremde von sich abzuhalten und wo sein eindrang erfolgte, es wieder 
auszustoszen, wenigstens mit den heimischen elementen 
auszugleichen. [ ... ] es ist pflicht der sprachforschung [ ... ] dem 
maszlosen und unberechtigten vordrang des fremden widerstand zu 
leisten [ ... ]. (fremde worter) haben wohl versucht sich einzunisten und 
eine stelle zu besetzen, die noch offen stand, oder aus der sie ein 
heimisches wort verjagten; doch ist ihnen ungelungen eigentlich sich 
anzubauen, ihr aufenthalt scheint in vielen fallen gleichsam ein 
vorilbergehender und man wird [ ... ] sie gar nicht vermissen [Jakob 
Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, vol. I, pp. 25-28]. 

And Klopstock wrote: 

Jedes Wort, das ihr von dem Fremden, Deutsche, nehmt, 
ist ein Glied in der Kette, mit welcher ihr, die Stolz seyn dilrften, 
demilthig euch zu Sklaven fesseln laBt. 

In the political arena, men like Savigny - "fired with the romantic spirit 

in its nation-centred aspect of historical enchantment", as Pinkard puts it - not 

only "influenced the halting of the movement for codification"138 [i.e. the 

adoption of a legal code modelled on the Code Napoleon in the German 

states], but also spoke out against civil rights [Bilrgerrechte] for Jews on the 

basis that they are "community aliens" [Gemeinschaftsfremde] and "un

German" [undeutsch], not merely members of a different religious group, but 

of a foreign people [ein fremdes Volk/Nation], whom Fries even wanted to 

wear "a special mark on their clothing". Citizenship in a prospective German 

Nationalstaat, it seems, was to be denied to all who were not members of the 

ethno-cultural and linguistic German Nation or Volk [which implies, as Hegel 

notes in his Rechtsphilosophie, that the Jews were regarded not as members 

137 
E.g. the term einnisfen [to nestle into; to nestle down] was often used in Nazi anti-Semitic propaganda to describe 

the Jews as the foreigners 'nestled in our midst'; the view that a language is healthy insofar its "natural instinct' or "drive' 
to reject everything alien or foreign - or, where 'foreignness' has already penetrated it, to exclude it henceforth - is in 
tact, was a view later expressed in extreme terms of racial, rather than linguistic 'purity and health'. I am not suggesting 
that Grimm is In any way responsible for the subsequent 'sinister' use of this terminology, but merely that it is easy to 
transfer terms from one context to another, which, while similar In some respects [e.g. concerned with what essentially 
~fines a 'people'] are nevertheless different [Grimm believes it is Sprache, the Nazis that it is Blu~. 

Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p.322. 
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of a different religious group, but as member of a 'foreign people']. Indeed, 

most of the student associations excluded Jews and other foreigners.139 This 

exclusion of all foreigners, and expulsion from German life of everything alien, 

even manifested itself in e.g. the refusal of contributions from non-Germans 

[including Tsar Alexander] to the Society for Early German History founded in 

January 1819. In short, everything un-German was to be excluded. 

Nationalism in Germany - especially as it manifested itself prior to and during 

the Wars of Liberation and subsequently in the Burschenschaften and their 

adult analogues, the Patriotic Societies-was thus infused with Teutonic, 

xenophobic [notably anti-Semitic and anti-French, but also e.g. anti-Polish] 

sentiments. 

Hegel consistently supports the group of enlightened political 

reformers, including Baron Karl Sigmund von Altenstein (1770-1840; Minister 

for Religion, Education and Health from 1817-1838), Wilhelm von Humboldt, 

and Chancellor Harden berg (from 1810). Their political programme was 

inspired by the principles of the French Revolution, and they believed that the 

positive results obtained through the Revolution should have been 

maintained with a strong and well-directed policy of reforms "from above", 

which would have excluded any democratic intervention (while the reformers 

were keen to implement the reforming principles of the French Revolution, 

. they did not want to see a repeat of Jacobin Terror and mob rule). They 

thought that their views had found in Hegel an insightful supporter from within 

the University (and, while Hegel was clearly sympathetic to the reformers, he 

went further in terms of his liberal and democratic ideas than they did, for he 

supports "liberty of the people; popular participation in elections, 

139 
Carov6, however, pleaded for a 'universal' Burschenschaft open to Jews and foreigners, invoking both the heritage 

of the French Revolution and Hegel's philosophy [notably his 1817 essay on WOrttemberg). 
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governmental decisions taken in the full view of the people; at least public 

exposition, for the insight of the people, of all the reasons behind such 

measuresn [see Let. 151]). Two different groups opposed the policies of the 

reformers. 

On one side was the reactionary faction to whom any proposal aiming 

at abolishing the old right of feudalism and the ancien regime was anathema. 

This faction had very powerful representatives in the Prussian Cabinet (such 

as the Minister of Interior, von Schuckmann), and was attentively listened to 

in the Prussian Court, particularly due to the conservative views of the Crown 

Prince - the future monarch Frederick William IV - whose influence grew 

steadily in the mid-1820s. On the other side, there was a democratic faction, 

the so-called German Patriots [Deutsche Patrioten; Vaterlandsfreunde], who 

were very well represented within the University in Berlin, thanks to Friedrich 

Schleiermacher. Fries also inspired this movement. The German Patriots 

opposed the program of the reformers in the name of what they called the 

"genuine German Spirit" [der echt-deutsche Geis~. According to their views, a 

thorough reform should come from below, from the Volk (the People), and 

without appealing to foreign (i.e. French) principles. Their Romantic vision 

was a mixture of direct democracy, individualism, nationalism, and frequently 

anti-Semitism and xenophobia. They were the champions of feeling, heart 

. and physical strength as opposed to rationalism and systematic analysis. 

They were the champions of spontaneity against written laws and codification, 

of honour (and duels) against any modern attempt to reform university and 

old student traditions. 
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Hegel was strongly opposed to both the reactionary faction (he 

remained an admirer of the French Revolution and its values all his life) and 

the democratic German movement, to which he opposed rationalism and 

philosophy, codification and institutions. It was clear that his sympathies 

largely went to the faction of Reformers represented by Altenstein and 

Harden berg. 
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iii) The Wars of Liberation and the Wartburg Festival 

The Battle of Leipzig 

It was during the Wars of Liberation [1813-

1815] that cultural Romanticism allied itself 

with political nationalism and opposition to 

Napoleonic rule. The ideal of the German 

nation was now primarily directed against 

France - i.e. the French occupational forces - so that it came to be defined 

negatively. Nationalists in Germany were fuelled by resentment of and 

alienation from French political domination [in addition to French cultural 

domination], so that hatred of the French constituted a unifying factor for 

cultural/Romantic and political nationalists, especially after the defeat of both 

Austria and Prussia by France, and served the cause of national unity. As 

Ernst Moritz Arndt (1769-1860) put it, complaining about "the old German 

splendour overthrown and trodden underfoot by those insolent French": 

When Austria and Prussia had fallen then first I began to love 
Germany truly, and to hate the foreigner with an utter hatred.140 

It must, however, be borne in mind that German political nationalists 

were not entirely averse to adopting French methods or institutions 

[recognising the benefits to be derived therefrom]. On the other hand, 

German nationalism was undoubtedly a resentful reaction against "French 

thought, dominations, and victories"141
. This strange mixture is encapsulated 

in the example of Freiherr vom Stein. In 1807, the reform-minded and newly 

appointed minister believed in borrowing "moderately from the French 

principles of 1789", while seeking to further the cause of German unity and 

140 
As cited in Rose, J.H. et al [eds.], Germany in the Nineteenth Century, Chapter IX, p.192. 

141 
Thomson, David, Europe since Napoleon , p.121 . 
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autonomy from French rule. Indeed, encouraged by the example of Spain, 

Stein supported the call for an all-German rising against Napoleon [which 

ultimately led to his dismissal in 1810]. German political nationalism was 

therefore, partly informed by French methods and institutions, while at the 

same time opposing French cultural and political domination, from which 

nationalists wanted to be liberated. For Hegel, on the other hand, the 

Germans didn't go far enough in terms of imitating the French example, or 

they distorted it. As he complained in a letter to Niethammer [November 

1807]: 

So far we have seen that in all imitations of the French only half the 
example is ever taken up. The other half, the noblest part, is left aside: 
liberty of the people; popular participation in elections, governmental 
decisions taken in the full view of the people; at least public exposition, 
for the insight of the people, of all the reasons behind such measures. 
It is an omission through which the half that is copied is entirely 
distorted, being transformed on the one side into arbitrariness, 
rudeness, barbarity, above all dumbness, hatred of publicity, 
exposition and wastefulness, and on the other side into torpid, ill
known, indifference to any public interest, servility and baseness [Let. 
151]. 

Nevertheless, he remained optimistic: " ... Germany has already 

learned much from France, and the slow nature of Germans, Jes allemands, 

will in time benefit from still more. Everything cannot be achieved at once ... 

[Ibid.]. 'Hatred of the French', as van Ghert indicates in a letter to Hegel, was 

often accompanied by anti-revolutionary and anti-modernist sentiments, and 

. thus allied to a rejection of the [modern] principles of 1789: 

Es is wirklich traurig, daB der Hass gegen die Franzosen so weit geht, 
daB man selbst das Gute, was die Revolution bewirkt, nicht erkennen, 
und das man das Neue, nur weil es neu scheint, vertilgen will [B. 70]. 
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The anti-French upheaval surrounding the Wars of Liberation, as Best 

notes, would later be celebrated in "German national historiography and its 

associated arts", as "one of the German people's most heroic moments ever, 

when everyone and all classes were unified in a common endeavour".142 In 

short, a common enemy was an important factor in the shaping of the 

German national consciousness and national identity during and after 

Napoleonic invasion. Consider the following stanza from Arndt's poem "Des 

Deutschen Vaterland": 

Das ist des Deutschen Vaterland, 
wo Zorn verflieght den welschen Tand, 
wo jeder Franzese heiBet Feind, 
wo jeder Deutsche heiBet Freund, da soil es sein.143 

Indeed, in his "Address to My People" [Aufruf an mein Volk, 1813], 

King Friedrich Withem Ill, having promised "his people" a written constitution 

[a promise that was not kept, but was undoubtedly significant in calling the 

Germans to arms], not only addressed "his people" [sein Volk]• 

"Brandenburger, PreuBen, Schlesier, Pommern [und] Litauer" - for the first 

time as "Staatsbarget [Article 1]144 
- in the sense of citoyen, citizen - but called 

on "all Prussians and Germans" to unite behind the common cause, "weil 

ehrlos der Preu/3e und der Deutsche nicht zu leben verrnag," leading 

arguably to the first identification - in the minds of nationalists - of German 

aspiration [i.e.overthrow of Napoleonic rule by means of a patriotic war of 

national liberation [Volksfreihei~ followed by the establishment of a unified 

German nation-state] with Prussian ambition [i.e. Prussia assuming the 

142 
Best, Geoffrey, War and Society in Revolutionary Europe: 1770-1870, p. 161. 

143 
Lesson, A. & Steffens, W. [eds.], Amdt: Werke in 12 Tei/en, Part I, p.126. 

144 
A term popularised - "volkslaufig gemacht" - by Wieland, for the French citoyen; see Mackensen, Lutz, Deutsche 

Etymofogie, p.153. 

70 



leading position in a reorganised Germany at the expense of Austria). As one 

modern German history book describes the situation: 

In PreuBen wurde zum Krieg gegen den "fremden Unterdrucker" 
[foreign oppressor] aufgerufen. Freiwillige aus allen Volkschichten 
meldeten sich zu den Waffen. Das Kriegsziel vieler Freiwilligen war: 
Grundung eines einheitlichen deutschen Staates, in dem die 
Einzelinteressen [private interests] von Fursten nicht 
ausschlaggebend sein sollten; Deutsch/and sollte ein Staat und eine 
Nation sein.145 

(Even leading intellectual figures like Fichte, Schleiermacher, Savigny and 

Niebuhr were seen on parade-ground exercises, preparing to take on the 

common foe). Many of the volunteers thus believed they where fighting not 

only for liberation from Napoleonic rule, but for political reform and the 

establishment of a unified German nation-state - a deutschen Nationalstaat 

(qua Einheitsstaat), Staatsnation or Volksstaat. Nationalists - German 

Patriots - thus believed that the German nation - die deutsche Nation or das 

deutsche Volk- defined ethno-culturally [common ancestry and cultural

historical traditions], linguistically [the German nation as unified Sprachnation 

defined by a common language], and/or territorially [the German nation as 

defined by a population inhabiting a specific territory], etc. - should form a 

political union - the German nation-state as a single political organisation 

coinciding with the Nation or Volk (although views as to who was to be eligible 

qua member of the nation and thus citizen of the prospective nation-state 

differed). This demand gathered strength during and after the Wars of 

Liberation [Befreiungskriege] against Napoleon. As the Austrian chancellor 

Metternich - the chief reconstructeur of the ancien regime after 1815 - noted 

in a letter to his Emperor Franz Joseph in 1813 - the year Prussia declared 

war on France - "some men direct their eyes to the union of all Germans in 

145 
Hug, W., DannerW. & Busley, H. (eds.), Geschichtliche Weltkunde, Vol. II, p.144. 

71 



one Germany"146
, an objective ultimately realised in 1870 with the unification 

of Germany under Bismarck and Prussian leadership by means of the 

Realpolitik of Blut und Eisen. 

However, political nationalists in Germany (as elsewhere, e.g. in Italy) 

disagreed greatly about how political unification was to be achieved and 

about what form of government was desirable for their NationNolk. Thus, 

there were those who advocated a stronger confederation of the many small 

states [Kleinstaaten], while others endorsed their union under Austria or 

Prussia; still others desired union through an all-German, popularly elected 

parliament147
• Modern German nationalism, which did not exist, we should 

remember, as an organised political movement in Hegel's day, far from being 

univocal, was polysemous in this respect. However, all political nationalists by 

definition shared the broad vision of a united and autonomous German 

nation-state, free from French oppression, to which some added that it should 

prescribe an authentic German way of life (regardless of how that authenticity 

came to be interpreted; i.e. ethnically, linguistically, etc.). Fries, for instance 

advocated "a pure German Federal State" in the form of "a republican union" 

of all German-speaking peoples, a deutschnationale Gemeinschaft, one 

which would, by definition, exclude all "foreigners" or "non-Germans"[not just 

non-German speakers]. 

146 
Apparently Napoleon had sought to prevent German unification. According to Paul Hazard, he told his brother Louis 

In 1810 that one of his major ambitions in Germany [en Allemagne) was to "side-track" [depayser:J the "German spirit" 
resprit allemandj; cf. European Thought in the Eighteenth Century, p.120. 
47 

It should be kept in mind that Stein's political reforms had paved the way for the convocation of a Provisional 
Parliament In Prussia, which met under the ministership of Hardenberg in 1811, and from 1812 to 1815. 
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The years of the Befreiungskriege certainly constituted a watershed in 

terms of German nationalism and the development of its vocabulary [which 

reflects the alignment of cultural Romanticism with political nationalism]. It 

was during this period that terms like Nation, Volk and Volkstum, Urvolk, 

Volks-or Nationalstaat, Alldeutsch/and, Deutschtum, and adjectives like 

deutschnational, deutschtamlich and volkstamlich, etc. proliferated and were 

given a sharper political edge. 

The term Deutschtum - derivatives like Deutschtomeleil 

Deutschtomler[and also Volkstamelei!Volkstamleij were often used in a 

derogatory sense - emerged as the nationalist watchword during this period. 

Volkstum, as has been noted earlier, had been coined by 'TurnvaterJahn' for 

Nationalittit [a foreign loan-word deriving from the French nationalite] to 

signify the character of a people, as well as the individual's belonging to the 

latter.148 Deutschtum more specifically denotes Germanity, Germanism 

[Teutonism] or German character [cf. Langenscheidts Taschenw6rterbuch 

[1970], Part II]. The term appears occasionally in Hegel's writings and letters, 

148 
During the nineteenth century, the German term Nationafitst- owing to its 'foreign origins' - came to be replaced 

with Vofkstum, while the adjective national was turned into "volkstomlich" [both terms were coined by E.M. Arndt in 
1809]. Volkstum, in tum, came to be more particularised in the term Deutschtum [see above]. 

Nationafitst - the term preferred in Hegelian usage - signifies the individual's 'belonging to' and hence 'identity 
with' a particular people or nation [Volk or Nation] or, in the sense of StaatsangehOrigkeit, belonging to and identity with 
the state. It also refers to the specific 'character' of a people - their particular manner of being and living. 

According to Hegel, the Individual self is always a situated and concrete, never an abstract self. The individual 
derives his Identity as this Individual from his 'belonging to' a particular people [Volk/Nation]. The Individual, In short, Is 
not born In a vacuum. Instead, he "finds the being of the people to which he belongs an already established, firm world -
objectively present to him - with which he has to incorporate himselr [PH 78]. The values he has, the language he 
speaks, the customs he adheres to, were not invented by him, but exist prior to him. They shape his identity as an 
individual (subjective consciousness), for he internalises them and makes them 'his own', i.e. his "second nature". 

The individual finds the existence of the people as a ready-made stable world, Into which he must fit himself. 
He has to appropriate this substantial existence to himself in order that he may be something himself. [LPWH 
58; cf. M, 99:74, 90,77) 

The 'substantial existence' of a people - as manifest In its customs, cultural traditions, language, political institutions etc. 
- Is thus internalised and becomes the Individual's "second nature". In this sense, he belongs naturally to a particular 
group of people, a particular society, a particular Volksgeist- he did not have any choice in the matter but, to borrow 
Heidegger's expression, was "thrown into" (geworffen) a particular set of circumstances, a particular community, at a 
particular time. 

Each individual is a son of his people at a determinate stage in this people's development .•• The individual 
does not invent his content, but merely activates the substantial content within him. 

However, the position of the citizen (Bargerj - i.e. the citizen of a state [Staatsbarge,j -as Mccamey rightly notes (Hege/ 
on History, p. 158), cannot be captured in this 'natural metaphor', since citizenship, for Hegel, "is a matter not of 
birthright but of conscious acceptance of the values, and willed participation in the practices, that enable the laws and 
Institutions to function". 
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but is employed exclusively in a derogatory sense. In fact, he consistently 

opposed the kind of Deutschtum he had in Nuremberg called deutschdumm 

[German stupidity] [B II, 43/312]. An example of the kind of Deutschdummheit 

Hegel saw himself confronted with during the Wars of Liberation is captured 

by a Russian officer, who, in 1813, described the prevailing mood in the 

country as follows: 

Das Fieber des Deutschtums erg riff alle und trieb ganz ernsthaft die 
tollsten Possen. Die Frauen kleideten sich deutsch-mittelalterlich; alles 
Ausllindische sollte verbannt werden, selbst aus der Sprache, und 
durch deutsche Worte ersetzt werden; da horte man von 
Brunnenbrugel (Fagott), Kunkeln (Mademoisellen) und ahnlichem 
Unsinn ... lch erinnere mich, daB, als die Treppe zu der Bruhlschen 
Terrasse in Dresden von dem Fursten Repnin gebaut wurde, wo 
unten ein paar steinerne, agyptische Lowen stehen sollten, ein 
Journal [eine Zeitschrift] ganz ernsthaft behauptete, dies sei nicht 
zeitgemaB: man sollte ein paar deutsche Lowen hinstellen.149 

Similarly, Caroline von Paulus, in a letter to Hegel in 1815- retrospectively 

referring to the foundation of the Order of the Iron Cross [1 O March 1813] -

wrote: 

Es ist wirklich kein Heil mehr von dem erzdummen Menschenvolk zu 
erwarten, besonders seit es den salto mortale in das Deutschdumm 
gemacht hat und sich mit Kreuzen aller Art behangt, mit denen aber 
keine Teufel ausgetrieben werden [B.//, p.63; my italics]. 

Hegel has nothing positive to say about e.g. the nationalist writings 

promoting the cult of traditional Teutonic dress and customs that had become 

'all the rage' during this period, nor about the political and cultural sentiments 

that lay behind such expressions of (alleged) authentic German-ness. Nor 

was Hegel particularly enthusiastic about the so-called liberation [Befreiung] 

after Napoleon's defeat at Leipzig. Writing to Paulus in December 1813, he 

stated: "if par hazard there are any liberated individuals to be seen, I myself 

will stand up and watchl"[Let. 299]; in another, later letter to Paulus in April 

149 
Report of the Russian officer Friedrich von Schubert, cited in KleBmann, E., Die Befreiungskriege in 

Augenzeugenberichten [DOsseldorf: Rauch Verlag, 1966], p.45. 
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150 

1814 he asserted that "there would still be many things to be asked about 

this liberation of ours which is said to have taken place· [Let. 305]. 

The nationalist note that had been struck in 1813 found further 

expression four years later at the Wartburg Festival. In 1817 around 500 

students assembled at the Wartburg, in the town of Eisenach, to 

commemorate the tricentennial of the Protestant Reformation and the 

V6/kerschlacht bei Leipzig of 1813.150 Goethe referred to this event as "the 

Burschen conspiracy on the Wartburg•, a "wise as well as a foolish 

enterprise•. Some burnt books of un-German [undeutsche] or other hated 

authors, like Karl Ludwig von Hailer's Restoration of Political Science, as well 

as the Prussian Law Code. Other symbols of unfreedom and oppression 

were also committed to the flames: .. man warf einen Zopf, einen 

Korporalstock, und einen Husarenschnurleib, die als Zeichen der Unfreiheit 

galten, ins Feuer".151 There was much rhetoric about freedom and unity, 

generally accompanied by a great deal of Romantic SchwSrmerei. However, 

a more aggressive, sinister and often anti-Jewish and anti-French note was 

struck by some of the leaders as well as members of the Burschenschaften, 

like Fries, Arndt, Jahn, Gorres and Korner. According to Manfred Riedel, the 

Wartburg Festival marked the transition of German liberalism [which was 

virtually identical with early political or civic nationalism inspired by the 

Revolution and its ideals] to Deutschtomelei, the kind Hegel saw himself 

confronted with and, as mentioned above, opposes: 

The term VO/kersch/acht is used In the Prusslan Army Report of 19 October 1813; cf. Mackensen, Lutz, Deutsche 
E'~mo/ogie, p. 144. 
15 

Cf. Hug, Wolfgang et.al. [eds.), Geschichtliche Weffkunde, Vol. II, p. 185. 
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es ist zuerst der auf der Wartburg manifest gewordene Umschlag des 
deutschen Liberalismus in Deutschtumelei, die nationale Enge und 
Borniertheit der Burschenschaften und ihrer WortfOhrer, mit deren teils 
grotesken, teils bedrohlichen Folgen (Verbot der franzosischen 
Sprache, Judenseparation, BOcherverbrennungen, GeheimbOndlerei, 
usf.) mit der sich Hegel zunachst in Heidelberg und dann (ab 1818) in 
Berlin konfrontiert sieht.152 

The Wartburg Festival, Eisenach 1817 

152 
Riedel, Manfred, Materialien zu Hege/s Rechtsphilosophie, Vol. I, p. 14. Two years after the Wartburg Festival, the 

student Karl Sand murdered the Lustspieldichter August Friedrich Ferdinand von Kotzbue (1761-1819) who, as Russian 
Staatsrat (and in the name of the Holy Alliance of 1815) had been an outspoken critic of the Burschenschaften, their 
political aims and their activities. Inevitably, Sand was execu1ed and immediately elevated into a 'martyr to liberty' 
[Freiheitsheldj . However, Sand had provided the excuse Mettemlch, as chancellor of Austria and chief reconstructeur of 
the ancien regime, needed to outlaw the Burschenschaften in Prussia and other German states. Some radical students 
were arrested and imprisoned, and some professors lost their chairs; anyone who had studied at Jena, "der Hochburg 
der Burschenschaften" -was no longer allowed to become a civil servant [ein Beamter] in Prussia; above all: 
newspapers, magazines and pamphlets [FlugbUltter] could no longer be printed "ohne Vorwissen und Genehmigung der 
LandesbehOrde". It is interesting to note that some newspapers and pamphlets had "blackened" Kotzbue prior to his 
assassination, and that the Carlsbad Decrees were instituted in part to counteract propaganda of this nature. Consider, 
for instance, what Goethe has to say: "Kotzbue had been hated long; but before the student dared to use his dagger 
upon him, it was necessary for certain journals to make him contemptible" ; Conversation with Eckermann, Tuesday, 
February 15, 1831, in Johann Peter Eckermann (1792-1854), Conversations with Goethe, trans. John Oxenford 
(London: Dent, 1970; Everyman's Library], p.383. 
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iv) From Patriotism to Nationalism 

While the term nationalism [Nationalismus] itself appears nowhere in 

Hegel's texts - to the best of my knowledge - the term patriotism 

[Patriotismus] appears frequently [cf. e.g. PR§ 33A; 268; NHS §56, p. 266]. 

One modern German Dictionary of Philosophy defines patriotism 

generally as "die besondere Hingabe von lndividuen an das staatlich

politische Ganze", which not only expresses agreement with a particular 

political order, but also "ein GefOhl der Zusammengehe>rigkeit zu und des 

Eingebettetseins in Staat und Gesellschaft".153 

Patriotism [from Lt. patria, native land [cf. e.g. Kant, MM. 6:317,94], 

fatherland (Ger. Vaterfand; Fr. /a patrie); hence Patriotismus = vaterflindische 

Gesinnung] is an older term than nationalism [a nineteenth century term], 

which Peter Alter defines simply as "love of one's homeland or country"154
, i.e. 

once Heimat or Vaterfand - which was "combined with universal human 

ideals"155 during the American and French Revolutions in the eighteenth 

century. 

Montesquieu, in L'Esprit des Lois (1748) employed the term patriotism 

in a more narrow political sense to signify 'public spirit', which he equated with 

virtu [virtue, which is further identified as the characteristic political motive of 

republics, i.e. "Virtue is love of the republic ... " [cf. Pleiade Edition, Bk. V, Ch. 

II]. The patriotic or public-spirited citizen, as conceived by Montesquieu, is 

characterised by respect for the law and a deep sense of duty to the state 

[/' eta~. Rousseau similarly believed that patriotism encourages virtue and 

153 
He adds that this Gefahl "requires symbolisation" In the form of "Fahne, Hymne, Prunkentfaltung, etc.". 

See Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, ed. by Peter Prechtl & Franz-Peter Burkard (Stuttgart & Weimar: J.B. 
Metzler, 1999), p. 429. The French Revolution, for example, gave birth to some of the most potent nationalist 
simbols: the national flag (the tricolour'), the national anthem (La Marseilles), and national holidays. 
1 

Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p.3. 
155 

Ibid. 
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"every man is virtuous when his particular will [volonte particulaire] conforms 

in all things with the general will [volonte generale], [for] we want what those 

whom we love want".156 Patriotism, for Rousseau, was essentially 'devotion to 

the community', i.e., as Plamenatz notes, devotion to "its laws, its institutions, 

its traditions - to whatever makes it what it is; it differs both from love of our 

neighbours and from love of justice".157 Writing in the twentieth century, 

George Orwell defined patriotism - which, he maintained, "is not to be 

confused with nationalism" - as "devotion to a particular place and particular 

way of life, which one believes to be the best in the world, but has no wish to 

force upon other people".158 

It can also be noted that, prior to 1789, the term patriot signified those 

e.g. belonging to the radical party in England or Holland, as well as those 

serving the cause of American independence [e.g. Washington, Jefferson, 

etc. would all regard themselves and be regarded as patriots]; during the 

Revolution the term referred more specifically to its supporters and advanced 

reformers in any country [in the latter case also as an alternative to Jacobin]. 

The meaning of patriotism shifted, however, during the nineteenth 

century from love of country and public spirit to "allegiance to the nation and 

the nation-state and came to be synonymous with nationalism and national 

consciousness"159
, but the newer term soon supplanted it altogether. In short, 

patriotism [Patriotismus] was replaced by nationalism [Nationalismus]. What 

primarily differentiates patriotism from nationalism is the fact that the former -

in its eighteenth-century sense - is not incompatible with cosmopolitanism or 

internationalism. Being a patriot, in short, is not incompatible with being a 

158 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, Project of a Constitution for Corsica, cf. 'Political Economy'; Oeuvres completes, vol. 111, 

~-931. 
57 

Plamenatz, John, From Montesquieu to the Early Socialists, p. 192. 
158 

Orwell, George, Decline of the English Murder and other Essays, "Notes on Nationalism", p. 156. 
159 

Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p.3. 
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'citizen of the world' [cosmopolite] 160
, while at the same time being a 

member/citizen of this [i.e. one's own] country/state. Patriotism, in this sense, 

combines cosmopolitanism with particularism. 

The term Vaterland [fatherland; /a patrie, patria], which is central to the 

vocabulary of German cultural/Romantic and political nationalism, appears in 

Hegel's vocabulary largely in the same sense as Land (terretorium; country) 

qua a people's common or shared "liu/Jerliches Eigentumn- external property 

or possession - e.g. its soil or territory [Boden], air [Luft], mountains [Berge] 

and rivers [Gewiisse,1161
, the particular flora and fauna [its Natu,1, etc. [cf. 

VPG, Werke XII, p.72]. Kant had employed the term in a similar sense, i.e. 

native land [patria] - whose inhabitants he regarded as citizens by birth - as 

one's "country" qua terretorium [MM 6:338, 50, p.11 O]. Vaterlandsliebe - love 

of one's country [in the sense of terretorium] - signifies love of one's country 

or native land, i.e. love of this soil, this air, these mountains, etc. It is, we 

might say, an emotional attachment to one's immediate physical 

surroundings, a local way of life, etc., rather than a rational disposition of self

conscious citizens in a state [i.e. Patriotism]. 

In Hegel's vocabulary, Patriotismus, unlike Vaterlandsliebe, 

refers essentially to a political concept. Hegel thus rejected the 

Romantic notion of patriotism [Patriotismus] as "heroic deedsn and 

"private courage": 

160 
The term cosmopo/ites - as descriptive of the advocates of cosmopolitanism - first appeared in the sixteenth 

century, but, according to Hazard, "It had no run, and by the seventeenth century was virtually extinct. The eighteenth 
century, however, saw Its return to currency". Hazard further notes that "In those days, the word had two meanings; one, 
the pejorative, signifies a person of no fixed abode; the other, the complimentary, denotes a man who is at home 
wherever he may chance to be. It was the latter meaning that prevailed"; Hazard, Paul, European Thought in the 
Eiqhteenth Century, p.271. 
16 

It is Interesting to note that Hegel did not regard 'rivers' as "natural boundaries• dMding peoples [VO/ker/Nationen], 
but rather as connecting them, thus facilitating the exchange of ideas as well as material goods. 
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under the name of patriotism, the disposition to sacrifice and 
extraordinary actions is understood, but it is essentially the 
disposition of consciousness which, in ordinary situations and 
circumstances, leads one to consider the collective life as the 
basis and the goal [PR §268). 

Patriotism is [ideally] an expression of socially conscious 

[sozialbewu/lte] and responsible [verantwortliche] citizens; it is a 

conceptual orientation - or, to be more precise, a political disposition 

[politische Gesinnung] - towards the common good [Gemeinwoh~. 

which is embodied in the Staat- the most important organisation to 

which individuals [die Einzelnen] can belong [for it guarantees and 

safeguards their "concrete freedom"], i.e. "that form of reality in which 

the individual has and enjoys his freedom" [PH 28). In other words, far 

from denoting heroic deeds on behalf of the state or sacrifice of 

individual, particular ends and interests, 

[Patriotism is] the consciousness that my substantial and 
particular interest is preserved and contained in the interest 
and end of an other (in this case the state), and in the latter's 
relation to me as an individual. As a result, this other 
immediately ceases to be an other for me, and in my 
consciousness of this, I am free [PR §268] 

The Staat stands in opposition to the individual, as the 

universal opposes the particular. However, since the state is "the 

actuality of concrete freedom" [PR §260)- i.e. the actuality of my 

concrete freedom as citizen of the state - its otherness vanishes with 

my realisation that my particular interests and personal ends are 

preserved and contained in the state's general interests and common 

ends. Patriotism, then, is the consciousness of my concrete freedom 

qua citizen of a (particular) state with common ends and interests. It is 

the political disposition that brings awareness of the reconciliation 
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between particular (individual) and universal (common) interests and 

ends. 

Hegel thus regards patriotism as the "disposition of 

consciousnessn that makes us consider the "collective life as the basis 

and goaln. Patriotism 

Is this same consciousness, tried and tested in all circumstances of 
ordinary life, which underlies the willingness to make extraordinary 
efforts. But just as human beings often prefer to be guided by 
magnanimity instead of by right, so also do they readily convince 
themselves that they possess this extraordinary patriotism in order to 
exempt themselves from the genuine disposition, or to excuse their 
lack of it. - Furthermore, if we take this disposition to be something, 
which can originate independently [for sich] and arise out of subjective 
representations [Vor.stellungen] and thoughts, we are confusing it with 
opinion; for in this interpretation, it is deprived of its true ground, i.e. 
objective reality [PR §268]. 

As a political disposition [politische Gesinnung] patriotism "takes its 

particularly determined content from the various aspects of the organism of 

the staten [PR §269] - i.e. the organisation or constitution of the state. It is 

not, therefore, based on feelings of love. Ideally, the patriotic disposition, 

which "is certainly based on truthn, according to Hegel, is "a volition which has 

become habitualn [PR §268]. Patriotism, thus conceived, is the ideal 

manifestation and expression of the life of the state in the individual. In the 

state, Hegel says, true conscience-the conscientious acceptance of rational 

laws - takes the form of patriotism [Ibid]. 

Hegel's understanding of patriotism - as a particular disposition of 

consciousness, that is to say, a particular political disposition [politische 

Gesinnung]- must however be distinguished from nationalism, since it is not 

based on allegiance to the nation or nation-state [we have seen that Hegel 

did not conceive of the state primarily or essentially as a nation-state]. Nor, 

however, does it imply abstract cosmopolitanism, which is rejected by Hegel: 

the particular must not be ignored, as it had been during the Enlightenment. 
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Rather, it must be acknowledged within a universal context. In other words, 

exaggerated national particularity and exaggerated internationalism or 

cosmopolitanism are equally rejected by Hegel. Patriotismus, in the Hegelian 

sense, thus implies a political disposition that fills the gap or mediates 

between these two extreme positions. 

Patriotism in Hegel's sense of the term does not, then, mean to do 

extraordinary deeds on behalf of the nation [NationNolk], state [Staa~ or 

nation-state [Nationalstaa~. or sacrifice of individual freedom for their greater 

good, but only "the certainty of truth" that in pursuing all his other ends - in his 

personal, family or professional life - the individual [das Einzelwesen] relates 

himself at the same time to the state [Staa~ as his universal end.162 This 

consciousness, according to Hegel, makes the state - or more specifically the 

modem state - the "momentous unification of self-sufficient individuality with 

universal substantiality" [PR §33 A] - i.e. the "actuality of concrete freedom". 

Patriotismus, in Hegel's vocabulary, does not therefore imply that the 

individual's freedom to pursue his own particular interests is negated for the 

greater good of the state [its common ends and general interests], but rather 

that the former are contained and preserved in the latter. 

What is concrete and true (and everything true is concrete) is the 
universality which has the particular as its opposite, but this particular, 
through its reflection into itself, has been reconciled [ausgeglichen] 
with the universal [PR §7]. 
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2. Volk and Nation 

The Oxford Illustrated English Dictionary defines the term 'people' as: 

"Persons composing a community, race, or nation; subjects of a king etc.; 

persons in general". The German term Volk [from ahd. folc«h»], which is 

generally translated as either people, folk, race or nation [e.g. Oxford English 

Dictionary, Collins Globalworterbuch], captures these various senses: it 

means people or folk [noun plural] in the sense of (a) die Leute163 or die 

Menschen [also in the compound sense of die Menschenmenge or 

Menschenmasse] - people in general; in the sense of folk, for instance, it 

often appears in the compound form of, e.g. Bauemvolk, Bergvolk, Landvolk, 

Stadtvolk; also e.g. das Schweizervolk, etc.[also V0lkerschaften]; (b) the 

common people [Fr. le menu peuple; It. popolo minuto; also Ger. die 

einfachen [simple] or [arc.] gemeinen [common] Leute; or das einfache or 

gemeine Volk]- or subjects [Untertanen]- as opposed to their leaders; (c) a 

community [Gemeinschaft/Gemeinwesen] united by common descent, 

language, customs, and sentiments - i.e. a tribe [Stamm; also: Volksstamm -

a tribal community], race [Rasse/Geschlech~ - consider the National Socialist 

term Herrenvolk [master race] - or nation [Nation; cf. Collins 

Globalw0rterbuch; also Volksnation or folk-nation]. It should be noted at this 

point that the English folk qua Volk goes further than the term people in its 

connotations of racial [in the narrow sense of ethnic] and/or cultural 

homogeneity; and (d) Volk- during the nineteenth century- also came to 

signify the political unit, and was often used synonymously with Staat 

See Wood, Allen, Introductory Notes to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbet, pp.xxv-
XXVi. 
163 

The term "Leute• derives from the old High-German [Althochdeutsch; from now on referred to in abbreviated form 
as ahd.) liuti , which is similar to the old-Slavonic ljudu, meaning Volk • See Mackensen, Lutz, Deutsche Etymo/ogie, p. 
21. 
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[consider compounds like Staatsvolk or Volksstaa~. Additionally, during the 

same period, the notion of a Kulturvolk and a Germanic Urvolk (from which 

modern Germans had supposedly descended)164
- as e.g. advocated by 

Herder, Fichte, Schlegel, Savigny - emerged, where the former refers to an 

autonomous cultural community [generally with an emphasis on the 

originality, particularity, uniqueness, authenticity, and purity of Germanic 

culture], and the latter to a primordial German folk [i.e. an original and unique 

164 
Hegel frequently refers to e.g. "das_germanische Reich"; "die germanischen Vl5/ker", and "die germanische Nation•. 

While some translators and interpreters have identified 'Germanic' [germanisch) with 'German' [deutschJ, and hence 
rendered the "Germanic Nation• and "Germanic Realm" as "die deutsche Nation• and "das deutsche Reich" 
respectively, Hegel does not Identify the two, and tends to be generally wary of comparisons between the historical 
Germanen and modem Germans. We might also note at this point, as Allen Wood argues, that 

Hegel's use of 'Germanic' (germanisch) is very broad In its reference: it Includes 'Germany proper' (das 
eigentliche Deutsch/and) - which Hegel understands to include the Franks, the Normans, and the peoples of 
England and Scandinavia [VPG Werke XII, p.421). But it also encompasses the 'Romanic' peoples of 
France, Italy, Spain and Portugal (in which he includes not only the Lombards and Burgundians, but also the 
Visigoths and Ostrogoths) [Ibid. p.420; See Allen Wood's Endnotes to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of 
Right, p.479; cf. Tacitus, Germany, In Agricola, Germany, Dialogue on Orators, ed. Herbert W. Benario 
(Indiana: Bobbs-Merill, 1967), pp. 37-65; DV 465-467/146-150; 532-533/202-203; VPG 494/414.). 

Indeed, Hegel's "germanische Nation• includes the Hungarian Magyars and Slavs of Eastern Europe [cf. VPG 422). 
However, das eigentliche Deutsch/and also refers more particularly to that part of Germany between the rivers Rhine 
and Elbe p.e. the part which, after the defeat of Varius by Arminius [Herrmann] in the Teutoburger Wald in 9 A.O., was 
regarded by the Romans as the final borders of the northern part of their empire, and consequently came to be 
identified as the "lndo-Germanische Urheimat"], which, according to Hegel, remained "rein von aller Vermischung• vis-11-
Vis Roman culturaVpolitical influence. Among the various V0/kerschaften that lived in this part, Hegel identifies, besides 
the Franks, four HauptstSmme [major tribes]: "die Alemannen, die Boer, die Th0ringer und die Sachsen• [VPG, Werke 
XII, pp.421-422). 

The "Germanic world" that Hegel speaks of - as Avineri notes - is not however "an ethnic, racial or political 
nation•, nor is it "associated with the geographical region inhabited by Germanic tribes just as It has no connection with 
the modem political hegemony of Germany". Rather, It is "Christian Europe". In other words, "die germanischen 
Nationen• are the "carriers of the Christian principle" in modernity [VPG, Werke XII, p.426). 

The Germanic Realm is thus constituted by a plurality of peoples - each with its own particular Volksgeist [cf. 
PR Introduction §3). However, they are nevertheless united by a particular (spiritual) principle, I.e. "das nordische 
Prinzip". In other words, "the principle of subjectivity and self-conscious freedom is present In the Germanic nation ... • [in 
der germanischen Nation; PR §355). Hegel thus equates the 'Germanic spirit' with that of the 'modem world': 

Der germanische Geist ist der Geist der neuen Welt, deren Zweck die Realisierung der absoluten Wahrhelt 
als der unendlichen Selbstbestimmung der Freiheit ist, der Freiheit, die ihre absolute Form selbst zum lnhalte 
hat. Die Bestimmung der germanischen VOiker 1st, Trager des christlichen Prinzips abzugeben. Der 
Grundsatz der geistigen Freiheit, das Prinzip der Versohnung, wurde in die noch unbefangenen, 
ungebildenten Gem0ter jener VOiker gelegt, und es wurde diesen aufgegeben, Im Dienste des Weltgelstes 
den Begriff der wahrhaften Freiheit nicht nur zur relig0sen Substanz zu haben, sonderem auch in der Welt 
aus dem subjectiven SelbstbewuBtsein frei zu produzieren [VPG, Werke XII, p.413). 

Nevertheless, Wood suggests that Hegel gives prominence "both to Tacltus' image of the Teutonic character and to the 
Lutheran Reformation•, which indicates, he argues "that Hegel gives a prominent role in the development of the modem 
8Pirit to German [deutscheJ culture in a narrower sense•. While Hegel certainly identifies 'love of freedom', individualism 
• "[das] absolute Gelten des lndividuums• [VPG, Werke XII, p. 427] - and loyalty [Treue] as the defining characteristics 
of the 'old Germans' [as described by Tacitus], the positive development of these traits took place only after the 
adoption of Christianity. Indeed, the pagan Germanen are regarded by Hegel as barbarians with respect to their religion 
[although we don't actually know that much about it; cf. VPG Werke XII, p.424), laws [and therefore 'customs'), and 
Freiheitsbegriff. . 

before the Germanics adopted the Christian principles, they had lived in a state of barbarism. Their pagan 
religion was superficial and lacking essential contents ... Germanlc law is not true law, for under It murder Is 
not a crime from the point of view of moral values, but merely a private offence compensated by a payment 
of damages ... The Germanic Individual is free, but free as the wild animal Is free, possessing no value as a 
moral being ... Ever since Tacltus, much has been said of the ancient original liberty of the Germanics. But 
woe to us were we to confuse this state of savagery and barbarism with a state of liberty, and let us not be 
induced to follow Rousseau's fallacy, who saw in the wild American Indians the embodiment of liberty. 
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ethno-cultural/linguistic community often regarded as superior to other 

peoples or nations]. 

The term Nation etymologically denotes 'a people related by birth'. 

According to Hans Kohn: 

both "nation" and "ethnic" as terms etymologically mean 'born' or 
'birth', one from a Latin root, the other from Greek, evoke biological or 
primordial connotations.165 

The notion of common ancestry and ethnicity - i.e. a common blood

relationship or kinship (nation [Nation] as connoting a group of people who 

believe they are ancestrally and ethnically related)- is thus etymologically 

implied in the term Nation, as well as in Volk qua folk pn the racial sense]. 

Nation - in the sense of natio - thus refers to people of common origin and 

background, as well as e.g. geographical or territorial settings and their 

inhabitants, but not to political formation, so that belonging to a Nation was 

determined by blood and soil. Some thinkers believed that civil rights - and 

especially citizenship or Staatsangeh6rigkeit as such - are the result of 

birthplace [Geburtsortj, i.e soil [ius so/is] rather than blood [ius sanguinis]166
: 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), for instance, maintained that "as natives of a 

country [a/s GebOrtige eines Landes], those who constitute a nation [gens] 

can be looked upon analogously to descendants of the same ancestors 

[congenit1] even though they are nor [MM 53; [6:343]; my italics]. This echoes 

Rat's earlier definition of Nation (1571) as "ein Volk, das in einem Landt 

165 

166 
Kohn, Hans, Prelude to Nation States: The French and German Experience, 1789-1815, p.16. 
It Is interesting to note that, today, most European nation-states -with the exception of the Republic of Ireland (and, 

on the other side of the Atlantic, the USA) - grant citizenship only on the basis of jus sanguini, notjus so/is. In other 
Words, the 'belonging to' a nation is determined by bloodline, rather than by 'being born' within the territory of a given 
nation-state. Thus, for instance, a Russian with German descent can automatically become a German citizen, while a 
German-born Turk, Italian, Spaniard, Nigerian, etc. Is excluded from citizenship on the basis that he/she is not 'German
by-blood'. In short, there is no automatic 'right' to citizenship on the basis of birthplace. 
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erborn ist"167 (nation here in the sense of patria or native land [cf. Kant, MM 

6:317; 94); also in the sense of country [ten-etorium]). While soil [Boden] was 

thus frequently regarded as a determining factor concerning the latter sense 

of Volk (see (c) above) during the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 

blood [Blu~ - in the sense of a common Blutsverwandschaft - was not 

deemed a necessary factor by all thinkers. In this sense, Volk is distinguished 

from both the family [Familie] and the tribe [Stamm; Cf. BS 503; Werl<e II], as 

well as Nation and folk in the ethnic sense [e.g. Volkstamm], which are based 

on the concept of a "natural blood-relationshipn.168 As Hegel states in his 

"Rechts-, Pflichten- und Religionslehre filr die Unterklasse· [in NHS, Werke 

IV]: "die Verbindung mit solchen hat die natilrliche Blutsverwandschaft zur 

Grundlage ... " [§172]. However, the terms Familie, Stamm (also Sippe), Volk 

and Nation share the sense of belonging to a group, although the relationship 

of individuals - their belonging [ZugehOrigkei~ to the group - may be 

determined by different considerations than blood-relations or ethnic 

belonging [ethnic here in the sense of shared descent and common ancestry] 

in the case of Volk and Nation. For example, it may be determined by 

religious allegiance - thus, das jOdische Volk, eine Protestantische Nation, 

christliche Nationen, or die mohammedanischen VOlker[cf. GPR §331]- or 

by particular characteristic activity - e.g. die nomadischen VOiker; J~gervOlker 

[PR §351]; or by locality/region or territory- e.g. das Warttembergische Volk, 

etc. 

167 

168 
Cf. Schulz & Basler [Eds.), Fremdw6rterbuch II, (1928), p.177. 
Cf. "Sippe" - [pl.] family; (blood)-relations; tribe - "ahd. Sipp[e]a BOndnis [alliance], Blutsverwandschaft; 

Smlndbedeutung: zu mir gehOrigen Gruppe, daher auch: Stamm" , which was "resurrected" and popularised by 
.... during the nineteenth century; see Mackensen, Lutz, Deutsche Etymofogie, p.151. 
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Hegel, like Kant, sometimes appears to render both Familie and 

Nation by the Latin term gens, which implies a shared meaning or common 

sense [Sinn/Bedeutung], i.e. that of a group of people related by natural origin 

[Cf. Ibid. §177] as well as a "patriarchal organisation" [Cf. Ibid. §171]- Nation 

or Volk in the sense of a "common family" [eine allgemeine Familie, §177], or 

rather in the sense of Aristotle's po/is - a larger community that has grown out 

of the family [Familie] and tribe [Stamm] and therefore commands 'natural 

obedience'. Thus, for instance, "das r6mische Volk", according to Hegel, "ist 

die allgemeine Familie ... " [VPR 166], i.e. a patriarchal organisation. In his 

Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, Hegel refers to "the growth of 

families into tribes and of tribes into nations" [137] - and points out that, "in the 

family as well as in the nation, each member knows that he is a member of 

the whole" [LPWH, Add. to p.152; p.215). Moreover, the family is one of the 

"ethical roots" [sittliche Wurze~ of the state [PR §255]. The family relationship 

constitutes "the ear1iest expression of ethical life" [LPHW 99]. The state is 

therefore partially based on the family, which provides it with already ethically 

educated individuals. 

However, as we shall see in due course, Hegel did not employ these 

terms- Familie, Volk and Nation- synonymously, but distinguished between, 

e.g. the family as "natural society" whose members are related by "feeling" 

and "instinct" but lack "die Form der bewuBten Einsicht" [NHS, Werl<e IV, 

p.245], and the Volk as "Staatsgesellschaff': 

die natOr1iche Gesellschaft der Familia erweitert sich zur allgemeinen 
Staatsgesellscha'ft, welche ebensosehr eine durch die Natur 
gegrOndete als durch freien Willen eingegangene Verbindung ist und 
so sehr auf dem Recht als auf der Moralitat beruht, Oberhaupt aber 
nicht so wesentlich als eine aus lndividuen bestehende Gesellschaft 
denn als ein in sich einiger, individueller Volksgeist erscheint [Ibid.]. 
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Originally, Volk simply meant the multitude [die Menge] or mass [die 

Masse] - i.e. a collection of people that constitutes what Hegel, for instance, 

would not call ein Volk, but rather an "unorganic collection" of people or 

"aggregate" of (private) individuals - and also signified, e.g. the mass of the 

army. 

Before the eighteenth century, as Arnold Suppan notes, "the genus 

humanum had primarily been divided into religions, states and local groups•, 

although "medieval university students were organised into nationes 

consisting at least partly of their fellow countrymen, and that at late medieval 

councils votes were taken according to nation• .169 By the time of the Council 

of Constance the term natio was further differentiated, as Jene Szilcs notes in 

Nation und Geschichte: 

The nation [die Nation] can either be understood as a community of 
descent as distinct from another separate group of people (gens), or 
by the difference in language which especially and essentially 
characterizes the natio and which according to divine and human law 
likewise forms its character, but also ... in a territorial sense, which 
would be suitable.170 

During this period, for instance, the Saxon nation [natio saxonica] 

included only the inhabitants of towns in Saxon territory, not the Saxon serfs, 

whereas in e.g. Hungary the aristocracy was the nation. 

169 
. Suppan, Arnold, "Cuius Regio Eius Natio. The Process of National Demarcation, Division, Separation and Exclusion 
~~fast Central Europe", In Beramendl et al [eds.], Nationalism in Europe: Past and Present, p.538. 

Szocs, JenO, Nation und Geschichte (Budapest: Corvina Kiad6, 1981), p.176. 
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However, Hans Kohn maintains that, during the late Middle Ages the 

word "nation" often had "no political content whatsoever". Indeed, 

the Romans never designated themselves as a natio, but as a 
populus. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, "nation" was 
opposed frequently to "people". It indicated the conscious and active 
part of a people, whereas "people" denoted the politically and socially 
more passive masses. In a similar way, the word Volk was used in 
German where Romanticism with its stress upon the irrational and 
subconscious brought about a ... revaluation. Nationalism brought the 
integration of the people into the nation, the awakening of the masses 
to political and social activism.171 

During the eighteenth century, however, the terms Volk and Nation 

acquired not only political connotations, but the more specific, and, during the 

nineteenth century, increasingly popular sense of a people related by 

common ancestry, culture, customs, history, and especially language 

[Kulturvolk; Kultumation], which may, but need not be united in a single state. 

It is important to note that, until the eighteenth century, the expressions Volk 

and Staat were not sharply distinguished from Nation - a term imported in the 

fourteenth century from the Latin natio [from nasci, to be born] thus denoting 

a collection of people related by birth (common ancestry; also blood

relationship), but also inhabiting a single area (common territory), so that 

Nation came to incorporate, in addition to the notion of 'blood', the idea of 

'soil'. In the sense of 'people or natives of one country', for instance, Volk is 

thus often employed synonymously with Nation [Collins Globalw6rterbuch, 

764] in German usage. It is also sometimes used to signify the state [Staa~: 

according to Kant "a state [ein Staa~ is also called a nation [gens; Volk - but 

here also in the sense of Familie]1n,' because "the union of its members are 

171 

172 
Kohn, Hans, Prelude to Nation States: The French and German Experience, 1789-1815, p.16. 
The term derives from the Latin prefix gen- [as in genealogia], Indicating "offspring• or "family". 
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(presumed to be) one they inheritedn [MM §43, [6:311]]173
• Volk, like Nation, 

thus refers to a group of people having common descent, history, customs 

and language and also inhabiting the same territory; but - in their more 

political sense during the nineteenth century - Volk, like Nation, also came to 

signify a people united under one government [Regierong] in a political state 

[einen politischen Staa~. Volk, in the political sense of rechtliches 

Gemeinwesen or Staatsgesellschaft- which emerged during this period -

rather than in the cultural and ethnic sense of common, natural ancestry, i.e. 

in the sense in which Nation was still commonly employed - came to be 

identified with civil society [die bOrgerfiche Gesellschaffj and the state during 

this period. According to W.T. Krug, for instance, 

eine gegebene Menschenmenge, die man wegen ihrer naturlichen 
Verwandschaft ein Volk nennt, konstituiert sich erst dadurch zu einem 
rechtlichen Gemeinwesen ... daB es diejenigen Daseinsformen 
annimmt, welche Burgertum heiBt, mithin sich zu einer 
Burgergesellschaft oder zu einem Staat gestaltet.174 

An additional meaning of the term was however created during this period: 

Volk came to signify the German UNolk - i.e. an original, primordial people. 

So, Volk, on the one hand moved closer in meaning to Staat, while, on the 

other, it moved closer to Nation in the ethno-cultural sense - i.e. as a group of 

people having common descent, history, traditions, language, etc. • but now 

with an added emphasis on the uniqueness of the Germans [Teutons] qua an 

original and primordial people. 

In Roman antiquity, the Latin term "gens" (pl. gentes) meant "class"; in an anthropological sense, it was used to 
indicate the line of descent through the father. Kant here employs the term "gens· to elucidate the sense in which he 
ff :aks of a Volk; the term gens (noun] Is used in French - depending on usage - meaning "people" (peuple]. 

Krug, Wilhelm Traugott, System der praktischen Phi/osophie, Vol.1, (Konigsberg: 1830), p.324 (2nd Ed.]; as cited In 
Manfred Riedel, "Borger", in O.Brunner, W. Conze & R. Koselleck (eds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, Vol. 1 
(Stuttgart: 1972), pp.672-725. 
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According to Hegel: "ein Volk hangt durch Sprache, Sitten und 

Gewohnheit und Bildung zusammen. Dieser Zusammenhang aber formiert 

noch keinen Staat8 [NHS, 246; Werl<e IV]175
, which indicates that Volk und 

Staat are employed, in his vocabulary, as distinct terms. His meaning of Volk 

is thus (partially) determined by the concept of a common development, 

language, ethical life, and customs; Staat, however, is defined as 

die Gesellschaft von Menschen unter rechtlichen Vem§ltnissen, worin 
sie nicht wegen eines besonderen Naturverhaltnisses, nach 
natorlichen Neigungen und Gefuhlen, sondern als Personen 
fureinander gelten und die Personlichkeit eines jeden mittelbar 
behauptet wird.176 

It thus appears that Hegel preferred the term Staat to Volk or Nation - the 

latter of which he defines at one point as "ein Volk ohne Staatsbildung" - for 

the (modern) political unit. 

However, from the eighteenth century, as Michael lnwood points out, 

the German term Nation also acquired political overtones - as in Fichte's 

public Addresses to the German Nation (1807-8)- and came to denote "a 

community aware of a shared political and cultural heritage and aiming to 

form a state, even if it does not yet do so".1n In other words, Nation, in this 

sense, came to signify a society or community united under one government 

in a political state. The term was thus seemingly used - in the absence of 

actual statehood [Eigenstaatlichkeit, e.g. Italy, Germany]- as expressive of 

the political desire to realise the creation of e.g. a German or Italian nation

state [Staatsnation, Volksstaaat, or Nationalstaa~ called Deutsch/and and 

Italia respectively. In other words, since Deutsch/and, as a political entity- as 

175 
176 

NHS, "Rechts-, Pflichten- und Religionslehre fOr die Unterklasse" (1810 ff.), §23. 
,n Ibid., §24. 

lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), p. 212. 
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einheitlicher[unified] Staat- had not yet been born, the term came to 

incorporate the desire of men to be citizens of a state [Staa~ coterminous with 

the nation [Volk or Nation] - i.e. the German nation - which they regarded as 

their own. Volk and Nation [noun singular], in this sense, rather than die Leute 

or die Menschen [noun plural], but also in the sense of Staat- thus came to 

allude to political autonomy and unity as of yet unachieved. It is partly in this 

desiderative and prospective sense that Volk and Nation entered the popular 

vocabulary of German (liberal) nationalism - das Deutsche Volk or die 

Deutsche Nation or simply Deutsch/and as an independent, autonomous 

political entity to be realised [i.e. as einheitlicher Nationalstaa~ - in the 

nineteenth century. Conservative and reactionary thinkers, however, adhered 

to the term Reich, and even after 1806 continued to employ the expression 

das Deutsche Reich. Deutsch/and thus retrospectively referred to the old 

German Empire - das Heilige R6mische Reich Deutscher Nation - which had 

been abolished by Napoleon in 1806 (although Hegel already questions the 

use of Reich - as well as Staat - as descriptive of 'Germany' prior to its actual 

abolition), prospectively - especially in liberal circles - it came to signify the as

of-yet-unachieved unification of the thirty-nine German states [after 1815] into 

a nation-state [Nationalstaat or Volkstaat or Staatsnation], whose legitimate 

authority would be based on (and restricted by) both geography and 

nationality, which many - like J.G. Fichte, E.M. Arndt and Jakob Grimm 

amongst others - believed to be primarily determined by language, leading to 

the notion of a unified linguistic nation[einheitliche Sprachnation]. This idea 

gained currency during the nineteenth century amongst the educated 

classes, although the concept of the nation-state had already emerged - in 
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the form of the territorial state [Territoria/staaij178 or empire [Reichsgebiet; 

Reichsstaaij, and in the sense of territorial sovereignty [Gebietshoheiij -

during the fourteenth century. According to J.M. Kelly, for instance, "the first 

expression in legal terms of the concept of territorial sovereignty" can be 

found in the papal decree Pastora/is cura (1313). As Ullmann argues, this 

decree 

undercut the medieval idea of universality and set in its place the 
individual sovereign kings as lords ... It [thus] marked the beginning of 
the concept of state sovereignty.179 

From thence, there was a rapid advance towards the modern nation-state 

[Nationalstaaij, which came to incorporate - in addition to territorial or 

geographic determinations - the idea of nationality [Nationalitat; Volkstum; 

StaatsangehOrigkem: national kingdoms emerged together with an 

increasing feeling of national pride [Nationalstolz]: during the Hundred Years 

War (1337-1453), for instance, "national heroes• [or "heroines"; Ger. 

Volkshelden or Volksheldinnen] like Jeanne d'Arc and Henry V became 

prominent qua "national heroes"180, i.e. as French and English heroes 

E.J.Hobsbawm defines the 'territorial state' as "an institution that claims rights over every inhabitant of a piece of 
map. If that person is a «citizen», the state claims the right to command their loyalty over other claimants, their love Q.e. 
Patriotism) and, in times of war, their life". See "Nation, State, Ethnicity, Religion: Transformations of Identity", in r
1
1amendi et al [Eds.], Nationalism: Past and Present, p.35. 

180 
Ullmann, Walter, A History of Political Thought: The Middle Ages (Harmondsworth: 1965), Ch. 3, pp.198-199. 
Cf. William Shakespeare's King Henry V, which is often referred to as a "national epic". 
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respectively. Indeed, in his English Reform Bill 181
, Hegel makes special -

albeit mostly negative - mention of the excessive "national pride" 

[Nationalstolz] of the "English nation" [die englische Nation], which he 

describes further as "eine christlich-protestantische Nation" [Cf. RB 89; 103; 

104]. 

E. H. Carr explains the term nation, as well as its relationship to the 

term state, and its conceptual development in western Europe from the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries onwards as follows: 

Since the 16th or 17th century, "nation" with its equivalent in other 
languages [Volk or Nation in German?] has been the most natural 
word throughout western Europe for the major political unit this 
explains its paucity of derivatives from the word "state" and its 
equivalents and the use in their place of words like "nationat and 
"nationalization". The realms of the Habsburgs and Romanovs were, 
however, not nations but empires; and the colourless legal word 
"state" covered both them and the nations of western Europe, as well 
as the numerous small German and Italian states. In central and 
eastern Europe the word "nation" and its equivalent meant a racial or 
linguistic group and had no political significance before the 19th 

century, when the doctrine gradually became prevalent that such 
groups had a right to political independence and statehood ("national 
self-determination") ... The terminology is further complicated by the 
usage of the United States, where "nation" is reserved for the major 
unit and "states" are its components and have no international 
standing ... 182 

Emil Brix, however, distinguishes between the use of Volk and Nation, 

arguing that, in common German usage throughout the nineteenth century, 

Nation referred to common ancestry and thus to a given ethnic and cultural 

Hegel's On the English Reform Bill (1831) contains primarily a consideration of its probable effects on the character 
of the new members of parliament, and the measures, which they may introduce. In the latter connection he enlarged 
on several points in which England had done less than many continental states for the abolition of monopolies and 
abuses. Surveying the questions connected with landed property, the game laws, the poor, the Established Church, 
especially in Ireland, he expressed grave doubt on the legislative capacity of the English partiament as compared with 
the power of renovation manifested in other states of Western Europe. 
182 

Carr, E.H., Nationalism and After (London: Macmillan, 1968), p.2. ; Hegel seems to employ the term state in the 
sense of empire at times: thus, for instance, in rejecting the Idea that the modem state does not require an integration in 
terms of custom, tradition, culture and language, he asserts that "the Austrian and Russian monarchs do not even know 
~ow many languages are spoken in their states - and precisely their states are models of the modem state, whose 
integration arises ... from the spirit and unity of a common political consciousness•. The Austrian, British and Russian 
empires [Kaiseffeiche] are thus regarded as models of the modem state [den modemen Staat). 
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context, so that Nation signified belonging to a tribe [Stammesangeh6rigkem, 

while the term Volk was reserved for the political unit: 

Der Mangel an politischer Einigung nach nationalen Gesichtspunkten -
kontrar zur Situation in den westeuropaischen Sprachen - fuhrte 
schlieBlich zu dem fur das gesamte 19. Jahrhundert anerkannten 
'deutschen Sprachgebrauch', der den Beg riff Nation auf gemeinsame 
Abstammung und den dadurch gegebenen ethnischen und kulturellen 
Zusammenhang bezog, fur den Nation gleich StammesangehOrigkeit 
war, wahrend fur die politische Einheit der Begriff Volk gebraucht 
wurde. Im Gegensatz zu dieser ost- und mitteleuropaischen Theorie 
hatte sich dort, wo die kulturelle Einigung aufgrund des politischen 
Verbandes langst vollzogen war, das heiBt im angelsachsischen und 
teilweise im romanischen Bereich, eine einheitliche Terminologie fur 
den politischen und kulturellen Verband ausgebildet. Fur beide wurde 
der Begriff NationalitiJt die ZugehOrigkeit zu einer politisch geeinten 
Einheit, die StaatsangehOrigkeit, verstanden [ ... ]. Daneben gab und 
gibt es den Begriff der Staatsnation im subjektiven Sinn. Sie umfaBt 
den Verband der vom Willen und Konsens zur gemeinsamen 
staatlichen Existenz beseelten BOrger.183 

According to this view, Volk was thus used "im deutschen Sprachgebrauch" 

during the nineteenth century for the (major) political unit, whereas Nation 

remained a largely ethno-cultural expression. However, Krug, writing in 1830, 

states that a given mass of people [eine gegebene Menschenmenge] is 

called "ein Voll<' because of "ihrer natorlichen Verwandschaff', which implies 

that Volk was sometimes also used in the latter sense of Nation in Hegel's 

day (Krug, however, differentiates between the Volk thus understood and civil 

society, arguing that a Volk "konstituiert sich erst dadurch zu einem 

rechtlichen Gemeinwesen ... daB es diejenige Daseinsform annimmt, welche 

BOrgertum heiBt, mithin sich zu einer BOrgergesellschaft oder zu einem Staat 

gestaltet").184 

Related terms like NationaliUlt - which Jahn changed to Volkstum 

(1809) [hence, the adjective national became volkstamlich] - and 

183 

1 
Brix, Emil, Die Umgangssprache in Altosteffeich zwischen Agitation und Assimilation, (Wien: 1982), pp.22-23. 

84 
Krug, Wilhelm Traugott, System der praktischen Phi/osophie, Vol.1, (Konigsberg: 1830), p.324 [2nd Ed.]; as cited in 

Manfred Riedel, "Barger", in O. Brunner, W. Conze & R. Koseileck (eds.), 
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Staatsnation emerged as part of a new political vocabulary. In nationalist use, 

Volk also came to signify an original ethno-culturally and linguistically 

homogenous community [Gemeinschaft, or Volksgemeinschaffj, i.e. a 

Germanic or Aryan Urvolk. 

Thomas Noetzel defines Nation in the general (cultural) sense - but 

also in a sense, which incorporates the concept of nationality qua "articulation 

of belonging together" - as 

der besondere Organisationszusammenhang, in dem lndividuen 
aufgrund gemeinsamer Abstammung, Sprache, Kultur, Religion, 
Wohngebiet, territorialer Grenzen usw. ihre Zusammengehorigkeit 
artikulieren. 

However, Noetzel continues, "zu diesen kultumationalen [here in the sense of 

ethno-cultural] Aspekten kommen staatsnationale hinzu. Nation bezeichnet 

danach 'ein Volk im Besitz eines Staates' (K. W. Deutsch)".185 The conceptual 

shift here implied is thus from Privateigentum - i.e. the feudal conception of 

the state as private property of the monarch - to Volkseigentum or 

Nationaleigentum - i.e. the modern, liberal conception of one's country [Land] 

as belonging to the people or the state, the politically organised community, 

as collective or common property. As Hegel implies in his addition to PR §75: 

the state is no longer to be regarded as "Privateigentum• or "filrstliches 

Privatrechr; its domains have become "Staatseigentum·, which, in turn, 

implies "collective ownership• [allgemeinen Besitz] of e.g. the people or 

citizens. 

Prior to modern times the term nation [Volk/Nation (noun singular)] 

was generally restricted to the nobility [Ger. der Adel; Fr. la noblesse], that is, 

the upper or ruling class within a given society or community. Martin Luther, 

for instance, regarded "the bishops and princes" [die Bischofe und Farsten] 

See Metzler Phifosophie Lexikon, 2nd Edition, p. 388. 
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as constituting the "German nation" [das deutsche Volk]. Indeed, it must also 

be remembered that the Nation in the 'Holy Roman Empire of the German 

Nation' referred only to the German-speaking aristocracy. Moreover, as Alter 

notes, "when the empire concluded the Peace of Szatmar with the 'Hungarian 

nation' in 1711, it was not with the people as a totality, but with the 'barons, 

prelates and aristocrats of Hungary".186 

The feudal period in European history was characterised by the 

identification of the nation or the people ['die Nation' or 'das Volk] and the 

state [der Staa6 with the person of the sovereign, i.e. the prince [Fora~ or 

monarch [e.g. K6nig, Kaiserj- as Louis XIV proclaimed: L'Etat, c'est Moi. The 

French nation [die franz6sische Nation] was thus conceived as wholly 

rendered in the person of the King. Even during the nineteenth century, 

reactionary thinkers like Joseph de Maistre maintained that the nation [la 

nation or la patrie] consisted of "the ruler and the nobility", and in much of 

eastern Europe the restriction of the term nation [Nation] to the upper class 

persisted in the early nineteenth century: "It was said of a Croat landowner", 

according to one report, "that he would sooner have regarded his horse than 

his peasant as a member of the Croat nation".187 In the German Museum 

( 1786) we discover the following pertaining to the attitude of the "nobility" 

[dem Ade~: "der Gelehrte, Kanaille, Pedant, der Predigerwird verachtet [ ... ], 

der Kunstler bleibt Tagelohner des Adels, der Kaufmann ein niedriges 

Geschopf, der Bauer Vieh".188 In other words, to identify the people with the 

nation was a revolutionary concept during the eighteenth century. 

186 

187 Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p .40. 

188 
See Carr, E.H., Nationalism and After, pp.2-3. 
Ibid. 
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There was, however, a discernable shift in emphasis during this period 

towards this identification. In his Social Contract (1762), for example, Jean

Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) no longer identifies the nation [la patrie or la 

nation] with the person of the king, but rather with the people [le peuple], and 

this identification became a fundamental principle of the American (1776) and 

French (1789) Revolutions. In his terminology, therefore, le peuple [noun 

singular] no longer signified the common people [qua Untertanen; subjects] 

as opposed to their leaders, but rather the entire people [noun singular; la 

patrie - fr. Lt. patria, the country as a whole; or la nation]. While conservative 

thinkers continued to define the people [das Volk] retrospectively as subjects 

of the prince, based on the notion of harmony [Eintrachij between "Furst und 

Voll<', liberal thinkers no longer conceived of the people [das Volk] as 

Unterthan, but rather as "ein selbstandig gewordenes Volk", which has now 

come to verbalise its interests, needs, and accomplishments. Thus, Gregor 

Kalivoda maintains that, during the nineteenth century, "the pair" [das Paarl 

Volk and Nation constituted "die gesellschaftliche und politische 

Ausdruckseite des liberalen Vaterlandsverstandnis" and identifies its aim as 

the "constitutionellen Bau dervaterfandischen Zukunff'.189 

Kalivoda, Gregor, "Par1amentarischer Diskurs und politisches Begehren - Untersuchungen zum Sprachgebrauch 
des 1. Vereinlgten PreuBischen Landtagvon 1847", In RainerWimmer[ed.), Das 19. Jahrhundert: 
Sprachgeschichtliche Wurzeln des heutigen Deutsch, p. 395. ·· 
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It was not until the nineteenth century that Volk and Nation came to 

signify- in their new and more popular connotation - a people united under 

one government in an independent [selbsUlndigen], autonomous [i.e. 

sovereign; souveranen] and unified [einheitlichen] political state - hence the 

emergence of such expressions as AJ/deutschland (E.M.Arndt), and 

Deutscher National- or Volkstaat (also deutsche Staatsnation); the renewed 

emphasis on das Deutsche Reich; and der deutsche Staat, were also in 

frequent use to denote the political unit- whether retrospectively or 

prospectively or, indeed, as descriptions of the existing state of affairs. 

(Hegel, of course, already questions the (descriptive) validity of Reich as well 

as Staat in relation to the latter in his Verfassung Deutschlands). 

The German sense-developments of Volk and Nation during this 

period were undoubtedly influenced by developments in France, especially by 

Montesquieu, whose L'Esprit des lois (17 48) had considered the implications 

of national differences for laws and the political constitution. The expression 

'spirit of the nation' [esprit de la nation; Ger. Volksgeist or Nationalgeis~ first 

appears in Montesquieu - whom Hegel mentions with approval on several 

occasions [see E1W, PRJ - to signify the outcome of the influence of the 

natural environment and historical events on a people's character. 

The French Revolution had created a popular political terminology, 

which centred on the expressions Peuple [Volk; Staatsvolk], Citoyen 

[milndiger Barger, Staatsbilrge;J and Droit [Gerechtigkeit, RechtsftJhigkei~. 

Lutz Mackensen lists several other terms popularised by the French - and 

also the American - Revolution in 'Germany': 

Die FranzOsische Revolution brachte eine Fulle politischer Schlagworter 
nach Deutschland. Viele lieBen sich als FremdwOrter dauernd bei uns 
nieder, z. B. Revolution (schon Ende 16. Jh.: Umdrehung der 
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HimmelskOrper, aus mlat. Revolution Umwalzung; pal. seit Moser 1778 aus 
frz. revolution; dazu Revolutionar seit 1801 aus dem FranzOsischen), 
Anarchist (aus dem frz. anarchiste; aber schon 17. Jh. Anarchie nach 
gr. a.va.pKta), Jakobiner, Marseillaise (eigtl. Lied von Marseille; gedichtet 
1792), BOrokratie (seit 1790 aus frz. bureaucratie; etwa 20 Jahre spater 
BOrokrat, bOrokratisch), Demokrat (seit 1789 als Schelte fur Republikaner 
aus frz. democratie; aber Demokratie schon 17. Jh. aus lat.-gr. democratia), 
... konstitutionell; verfassungsmt!Jf!.ig (aus frz. 1 aber Konstitution schon um 
1500 aus lat. constitutio) ... Organisation (aus frz., aber organisieren aus frz. 
organiser schon bei Lessing ... Auch Lehnubersetzungen entstanden damals 
nach franzOsichen Mustem, so Freiheit (nach frz. liberte; fruher in anderen 
Bedeutungen: Privileg, gefreiter Bezirk, Asyl, Freisein), BrOderlichkeit (nach 
frz. fraternite, schon bei Lavater) ... das Wart Menschenrechte begegnet 
schon vor 1700; zum Schlagwort ist es seit der Erklarung des 
Nordamerikanischen Kongresses vom 4.6. 1776 geworden. Borgertum (fur 
frz. bourgeoisie) ist vielleicht 1797 von Fichte gepragt worden (dazu seit 
... 1804 BOrgerschule) ... 190 

Similarly, Eric Hobsbawm points out that 

France provided the vocabulary and the issues of liberal and radical 
democratic politics for most of the world. France provided the first 
great example, the concept and the vocabulary of nationalism.191 

Events in Germany led to an increased interest in Volk, Nation and 

Staat the division of the German people into many small states [kleine 

Staaten] and their (perceived) humiliation by the French during the 

Napoleonic Wars - notably the twin-defeat of the Prussian army at Jena and 

Auerstadt in 1807 - led to an emphasis on the German Volk or Nation and on 

the desirability of its political unification and autonomy. As Paul Hazard points 

out, there existed a "swarm of little States, separated [and] divided"; but, he 

adds, "also a reaching out, a striving, towards a common spirit ... There was a 

desire to manifest the existence of a national body of ideas, the first appeal of 

the fatherland:192 The emergence of a national consciousness in "Germany" 

soon manifested itself in a number of political demands, which may be 

summarised as follows: liberation from the shackles of feudalism and, during 

190 
Mackensen, Lutz, Deutsche Etymologie, p. 158. 

191 
Hobsbawm, Eric J., The Age of Revolution: Europe 1789-1848 [London: 1984), Ch.111, p.53. 

192 
Hazard, Paul, European Thought in the Eighteenth Century, p. 499; the term 'fatherland' translates Into German as 

Vatertand and Into French as /a patrie. 
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the years of the Befreiungskriege [1813-1815], from foreign (i.e. French) 

occupation; the parliamentarisation of government, and the establishment of 

a unified Nationalstaat or nation-state. 

In "Germany", men like Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Friedrich von Schlegel 

(1775-1854) and Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) emphasised the 

importance of the nation-state [Nationalstaat; also: Volksstaat; Staatsnation]; 

Herder193 had developed the concepts of Kulturvolk and of Volksgeist [lit. folk

spirit; spirit of a people] or Nationalgeist [lit. national spirit; spirit of a nation; cf. 

PhG. 506], which seems to have its ultimate origins in Montesquieu's esprit 

d'une nation 194
, and emphasised the relationship between language 

[Sprache] and the nation [Nation]. 

The expression Volksgeist [esprit d'une nation] was also used by Kant 

and, as Knox points out, was a commonplace of the historical school of 

jurists 195
, which had been founded by Puchta and Karl Friedrich von Savigny 

( 1779-1861 ). According to the Metzler Philosophie Lexikon: 

Vom spaten 18. bis ins mittlere 19. Jahrhundert stehen die Begriffe 
Volksgeist und Nationalgeist, die vermutlich auf Montesquieus Beg riff 
des esprit de la nation ... zuruckgehen, in nachster Verwandschaft zu 
Zeitgeist.196 

Unlike Montesquieu's esprit d' une nation, however, the "German" 

Volksgeist was regarded as "a creative and active, albeit unconscious, force 

Herder was particularly interested In Volksdichtung (folk-poetry) and folk-song; Hegel gives him credit for drawing 
f:tntion to the latter in his Lectures on Aesthetics. 

1 
Montesquieu, L'Esprit des Lois, Bk. XIX, Ch. IV [Pleiade Edition]. 

95 
See Knox, T.M, Notes to Hegel's Philosophy of Right, trans. T.M.Knox, p.374. 

196 
See Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, p.680; the German term Zeitgeist, which probably derives from the French esprit 

du siecle, gained currency during the 181h century In most European countries. Similar terms, such as genius saeculi or 
Geist der Zeit (or Zeiten [pl.)), were also in use during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It was generally believed 
that the Zeitgeist manifests Itself in all cultural and social spheres, and thus influences our "Lebensgestaltung, 
Ge~ellschaftsorganistatlon und die kulturelle und geistige Produktionen"[lbid.). Zeitgeist signifies a "spiritual community" 
~e,stige Gemeinschaff) which gives diverse and heterogeneous movements, trends, ways of thinking and feeling, 
Ideals and values of a particular age or epoch a specific "character", which distinguishes It from other periods. What the 
Zeitgeist of a particular epoch is can only be determined retrospectively. 
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that moulds a people's history and destiny [Schicksa~"197
, under the influence 

of Romanticism. 

According to lnwood, with the Romantic and Herderian emphasis on 

the "particularity, individuality and difference between individual men and 

individual peoples" [VOlker/Nationen], as well as "regarding that which is 

peculiar to a people as a matter of feeling rather than reason, and the intense 

interest in all matters historical during the nineteenth century", the term Volk 

came to "combine the ideas of national particularity and the primordial" - das 

Urspriingliche.198 Thus, terms like Urvolk, Urheimat, Urrechte, etc. emerged, 

signifying a primordial and original folk [in the sense of tribe, race], homeland 

[Heima~ and laws respectively. Fichte, for example, spoke of ''the Germans" 

as "an original folk [UNolk]". Hegel, lnwood argues, 

generally held that a people [ein Volk] has a distinctive character or 
spirit [Volksgeis~, which is in part the product of its historical 
circumstances and natural environment, but which also gives a 
common flavour to its language, customs, etc., and also to its laws 
and political constitution. History is the successive emergence of such 
Volksgeister on the world stage: each one actualises itself to its full 
extent and then, since it is only a limited or restricted fragment of the 
world-spirit [Weltgeis~. gives way to its successor.199 

However, he rejected both the Romantic emphasis on emotion and 

"exaggerated subjectivity" - which expressed itself in the kind of "pap" [Bre,] of 

197 
lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p.212. 

198 
Michael lnwood, A Hegel Dictionary, p. 212. 

199 
The German term Geist (and its equivalent in other European languages, e.g. "mind", "spirit", or "consciousness• in 

English and "L'Esprit" in French) itself enjoyed great popularity during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: in 1754, 
for instance, Grimm noted, with reference to a recent publication entitled L'Esprit de /'art musical by de Blainville, that 

titles of this sort are all the fashion; we have L'Esprit des Nations, L'Esprit des Beaux-Arts, L'Esprit de 
Montaigne, de Fontenelle, and so on. We have just seen an Esprit du jour, and I am almost afraid to mention 
L'Esprit des lois. It looks as if we were out to quintessentiaiize everything, to put everything through a sieve; 
we must get at the quiddity, the rock-bottom of things. 

It is during this period that Geist and its compounds - such as Weltgeist, Zeitgeist, and Volksgeist or Nationa/geist -
gained currency in "Germany"; this trend continued into the nineteenth century and is reflected in the philosophical 
Writings of Fichte, Herder and Hegel, as well as in the poetry of Schiller and Goethe. The latter, in conversation with 
Johann Peter Eckermann, once commented on the difference between the French esprit and the German Geist: 

"The French esprir', said Goethe, "means nearly the same with our German word Witz. Our Geist might, 
perhaps, be expressed in French by esprit and ~me. It includes the idea of productivity [ProduktivitlJt], which 
is not in the French esprit. 
"Voltaire", said I, "had nevertheless what we name Geist in the German sense of the word. And as esprit 
does not suffice, what word do the French use?" 
"In such lofty instances,• said Goethe, "they say g{mie". [1831) p.401 
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"heart, friendship and enthusiasm" dished up, notably by J.F. Fries, at the 

Wartburg Festival (1817) - and the Ur-Mythos or Ur-Volk mythology, "that 

fiction of the old world - that deceitful legend", which was to "substitute love in 

place of law"200 (to borrow the words of de Maistre and use them in this 

context), advocated by Herder, Fichte and others, like the poet Friedrich 

Gottlieb Klopstock, for instance. About the latter's attempt to resurrect the old 

Germanic gods [die a/ten germanischen G6tter:), he has the following to say: 

Very prominent in Klopstock is the consciousness of the fatherland 
[Vater/and]. As a poet he sensed the need for a rooted mythology, whose 
names and forms should compose in themselves a solid base for fantasy ... It 
may be said that out of national pride [Nationalstolz] Klopstock tried to revive 
the mythology of Wothan, Herta and the rest. All he succeeded in doing was 
that the names of the Gods took on German instead of Greek forms, and no 
more. Klopstock attained no greater influence and objective actuality than a 
man who endeavours to argue that the Imperial Diet of Regensburg can 
constitute the ideal of our present national existence [Volksleben]. Those 
Gods who have sunk into oblivion will always remain hollow and false, and a 
good deal of hypocrisy is needed to pretend that this fantasy is reconcilable 
with intelligence and with the present consciousness of the nation [mit dem 
gegenw~rtigen Bewu/3tsein der Nation]. 201 

Goethe, too, considered the appeal to Germany's past as futile: 

We Germans are really ill off in that respect; our earliest history [Ur
Geschichte] lies too much in obscurity, and the later is without general 
native interest through the want of any ruling dynasty. Klopstock tried 
Arminius [Hermann], but the subject lies too far off; nobody feels any 
connection with it or knows what to make of it, accordingly it has never 
been popular or produced any results.202 

While Hegel did employ the term Volksgeist in the same general 

sense as Herder, he did so, according to Shlomo Avineri, 

Since "Love• is "spirit's feeling [Empfindung] of its own unity", which the family has "as its determination• [PR§ 158] 
the establishment of "love in the place of law" implies a regression to the family-unit as a legitimate "sphere" of political 
organisation - as In feudal times -which Hegel rejects (see below "The Familyj, but which many Romantic thinkers 
advocated. According to Hegel, 

[L]ove is a feeling, that is, ethical life In its natural form. In the state, It is no longer present. There, one Is 
conscious of unity as law; there the content must be rational, and I must know it 
(Ibid., Add. Gans/Hotho). 

201 
Quoted by KOstlin, Kari Reinhold von, Hegel in philosophischer, politischer und nationaler Beziehung (T0blngen: H. 

~Upp, 1870], p. 170. 
Eckermann, Johann Peter, GesprSche mit Goethe, 1826, p.140; Arminius (18 BC -19 AD) is the Latinised form of 

Hermann, chief of the German tribe of the Cheruscl; leader of the insurrection against the Romans under Varius, who 
Were defeated at the battle of the "Teutoburger Wald" (9 AD). 
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with a connotation which excludes any interpretation that he favoured 
a return to the Germanic Ur-Volk. In Hegel's thought the Volksgeist 
underwent a profound process of rationalization; it is not the origin of 
the historical phenomena, but is really the outcome of them, and thus 
tautological with it. It cannot be interpreted in the spirit of national and 
romantic myth. The selfsame myths that acted as a driving force in the 
development of revived German national consciousness were those 
later transformed into the racialist and pagan Nazi ideology. Hegel's 
historic-philosophical concepts, on the other hand, were not conceived 
as a means of romanticising the present in the image of the past. For, 
as Heraclitus said, one cannot step twice into the same river; and 
Hegel the dialectician always remained hostile to any attempt to revive 
the past... 203 

In other words, Avineri continues, 

the Hegelian Volksgeist is identical with the features it is describing, 
and does not create them, as the jurists and romantics generally held. 
For them it is the unconscious creator of law, for Hegel the conscious 
product aware of itself .... For Hegel, the Volksgeist does not create 
the unique character of each people, but is the product of its concrete 
arrangements in the realms of religion, tradition, and the like. 

The term Volksgeist in Hegel's vocabulary does not, then, refer to some 

"unconscious creative force•, but rather to the evolution of a particular spiritual 

principle - that which animates a specific Volk - becoming conscious of itself, 

actualising itself, through its own deeds, institutions, laws, "spiritual customs•, 

etc. As Hegel explains in his Vorlesungen Ober die Philosophie der 

Geschichte: 

Der Geist handelt wesentlich, er macht sich zu dem, was er an sich 
ist, zu seiner Tat, zu seinem Werk hat; so wird er sich Gegenstand, so 
hat er sich als Dasein vor sich. So der Geist eines Volks; er ist ein 
bestimmter Geist, der sich zu einer vorhandenen Welt erbaut, die jetzt 
steht und besteht, in seiner Religion, in seinem Kultus, in seinen 
Gebrauchen, in seiner Verfassung und seinem politischen Gesetzen, 
im ganzen Umfang seiner Einrichtungen, in seinem Werk, das ist sein 
Volk. Was ihre Taten sind, das sind die V6lker[VPG, Werke XII, p.99]. 

Avinert, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Jon Stewart, The Hegel Myths and Legends, pp.120-122. 
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A Volk, then, derives its character - its spirit - from its own deeds, "for the 

deeds represent the end it pursuesn [LPWH 55]. Moreover, as far as Hegel is 

concerned, a Volksgeist cannot be abstracted from its context in the 

Weltgeist, as Savigny and the Historical School of Jurisprudence believed, 

since it is a particular manifestation or expression of it. 

In his Rechtsphilosophie and Geschichtsphilosphie, Hegel frequently 

appears to identify Volk with Nation, which suggests that he employs these 

terms (as singular nouns) interchangeably. 

Die Erweiterung der Familia als Obergehen derselben in ein anderes 
Prinzip ist in der Existenz teils die ruhige Erweiterung derselben zu 
einem Volke - einer Nation, die somit einen gemeinschaftlichen 
nat0rlichen Ursprung hat... [PR §181]. 

A Volk or Nation is the product of the expansion of the family 

[Erweitenmg der Familia]. A common natural origin thus apparently 

determines (at least partially) the sense in which Hegel employs the terms 

Volk and Nation. Hegel further refers to "den Charakter einer Nation· [PR, 

Intro. §3] - i.e. "den besonderen Charakter eines Volkes" [Ibid.] - "die 

germanische Nationn [PR §355], but also "die gemanischen V6lkef. 

Sometimes Hegel speaks of "zivilisierte Nationenn [civilised nations, PR §351] 

and sometimes about "gebildete" (or "ungebildete") V6lker 

[cultivated/uncultivated peoples/nations], thus employing Volk and Nation in 

the same sense, that is, synonymously. It is not, therefore, surprising that 

many translators of Hegel's Rechtsphilosophie - like T.M. Knox and H.B. 

Nisbet, for instance - have rendered his expression at §331 - "das Volk als 

Staar - as nation state, although others, like Avineri and Forbes, prefer a less 

literal translation, such as "the modern constitutional staten and "the culture 

state" [Kulturstaaij respectively. Rosenkranz, too, rejects the view that Hegel 
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implied any equation of state [Staa~ and nation [Nation] in his philosophical 

depiction of the state: 

im Wesen seines philosophischen Staatsbildes ... war die Gleichung 
von Staat und Nation nirgends angelegt.204 

The difficulties presented by Hegel's terminology are discussed in greater 

detail below, in the section entitled "The State". Preliminarily, it may be noted 

that, according to Steven Walt, Hegel "clearly distinguishes states from 

nations" - i.e. Staaten from V6/ker (and/or Nationen? Walt does not specify 

what he means by "nation"). While states - once established - "do not cease 

to exist as nations", states are not identical with nations. If this is the case, it 

makes no sense to render das Volk als Staat as nation-state, which, of 

course, rests on precisely such an identification of Staat and Nation. Yet, 

Hegel seems to agree with such an identification at times: "Wenn eine Familie 

sich zur Nation erweitert hat, und der Staat mit der Nation in eins 

zusammenfSl/t, so ist dies ein groP->es Gluck". We also note that Hegel here 

speaks of the expansion of the family into a Nation, but elsewhere he 

employs Volk in the same sense, again indicating the (general) synonymous 

use he makes of these two terms. More important, however, is the idea that 

the identity of Staat and Nation is a 'great stroke of luck'.205 In other words, it 

makes the rendering of "Volk als Staar as nation-state more plausible. 

However, the above can also be interpreted as follows: the 'overlapping' of 

the nation [Volk/Nation] with the state [Staa~ is accidental and contingent- a 

matter of luck - rather than necessary and essential - a matter of reason 

[Vemunft]. 

204 
205 Rosenzweig, Franz, Hegel und der Staat, Vol. I, p.6. 
, However, If we translate 'Glock' as 'fortune' rather than 'luck', the latter interpretaton may be rejected. I've opted for 
luck' because I believe It captures the appropriate sense of Glack in this context. 
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Moreover, Hegel also sometimes used expressions such as "die 

deutsche Nation als Volk" [DV 470], which suggests that Nation is distinct 

from - i.e. not synonymous with - Volk. Nation, as distinct from Volk, here 

seems to refer to common ancestry (Cf. Emil Brix's comments above), while 

Volk appears to signify the political unit into which the Nation has to be 

formed. In this sense, Volk is closer in meaning - but not identical - to Staat, 

i.e. the politically organised community. Thus, Hegel sometimes employs the 

term Nation to signify "ein Volk ohne Staatsbildung" [Enc. 111, Werke X, §549, 

p.350] - a people that do not constitute a state, although sometimes he also 

appears to use Volk in this sense. 

Prominent during the nineteenth century in "Germany" (but also in 

other European countries) was the identification of Nation and Volk with 

Sprache [language], as already indicated above, leading to the concept of a 

unified linguistic nation [einheitliche Sprachnation]. Language, accordingly, 

was regarded as determining nationale Zugeh6rigkeit [belonging to a nation] 

and, consequently, was seen as the determining factor of 

Staatsangeh6rigkeit or NationaliUJWolkstum. Fichte, in one of his "Reden an 

die Deutsche Nation" (1808), for instance, maintained: 

Was dieselbe Sprache redet, das ist schon vor aller menschlichen 
Kunst vorher durch die blosse Natur mit einer Menge von 
unsichtbaren Sanden aneinandergeknOpft, es versteht sich unter 
einander und ist fahig, sich immerfort klarer zu verstandigen, es 
gehOrt zusammen und ist eins und ein unzertrennliches Ganzes. Ein 
solches kann kein Volk anderer Abkunft und Sprache in sich 
aufnehmen und mit sich vermischen wollen, ohne wenigstens furs 
erste sich zu verwirren und den gleichmassigen Fortgang seiner 
Bildung mEichtig zu stOren.206 

~ cited by Frederic Hartweg, "Sprachenpolitik Im ElsaB: Die 'Germanisierung' einer weitgehend deutschen 
~rov1nz•, in Rainer Wimmer (ed.), Das 19. Jahrhundert: Sprachgeschichtliche Wurzeln des heutigen Deutsch (Berlin & 

ewYork: de Gruyter, 1991), p.139. 
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Herder, too, had argued that language and nation are inextricably linked. He 

combined an ultimately anti-aristocratic [i.e. anti-feudal] conception of Volk 

with the constitution of a "group-individuality" [Groppenindividualitaij through 

"common language" - the "Genius der Sprache". This "Parallelsetzung von 

Nation und Sprache und der Nation als eigene lndividualitat, wie sie Wilhelm 

von Humboldt noch scharfer fassen wird", thus led to the identification of Volk 

and Nation with Language - i.e. to that of the German Volk and German 

Nation with the German language; it was therefore language which came to 

be regarded as determining national identity and nationality. And it was not 

only nationalist poets, like Uhland, Klopstock, Becker and Scheckenberg, but 

also thinkers and writers like Fichte, Grimm, von Humboldt, and Goedeke, for 

instance, who supported the view that language determines "nationale 

ZugehOrigkeit". Language became an issue of identity, i.e. of national identity 

during the nineteenth century not only in Germany, but throughout Europe. 

However, by 1848, in Artikel I of the "Grundrecht des deutschen 

Volkes", the German Volk is defined, not in terms of language or culture, but 

in terms of the German Reich: "das deutsche Volk besteht aus den 

Angeh6rigen der Staaten, welche das deutsche Reich bi/den" [Artikel I, § 1). 

This concept of Volk was thus not derived from the context of language, 

history, right, ethical life etc., but from the idea of belonging to a political state 

(which is closer in conception to the old estate than the modern liberal state) 

within the territorially defined empire, which points to a conservative or 

reactionary interpretation. By the end of the nineteenth century, Volk and 

Nation were often used interchangeably with Rasse, i.e. the ethnic-biological 

sense of these terms gained greater significance. 
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i) Hegel's Meaning and Use Clarified 

The sense (or senses) in which Hegel employs the terms Volk and 

Nation - people or nation - must now be clarified to a greater extent in order to 

disambiguate his meaning and use of these terms and distinguish it from that 

of nationalists, and, if necessary, from the common German 

Sprachgebrauch, according to which, as Emil Brix has noted, Nation -

throughout the nineteenth century - meant common ancestry and belonging 

to a tribe [StammesangehOrigkei~, i.e. it signified an ethno-cultural 

community, whereas the term Volk signified the political entity or unit and, as 

such, was often employed synonymously with Staat, although qua Urvolk it 

was closer to Nation with its ethnic and biological connotations than Staat. 

Indeed, Hegel's frequent complaints about the various "schiefe und falsche 

Vorstellungen und Redensarten" about the Volk - as well as the constitution 

and the estates [cf. PR §301], "die wuste Vorstellung des Volkes" [PR §279]

imply that his understanding of the term differs from that current at the time, 

i.e. a different use and meaning. 

Broadly speaking, Hegel conceived of a people [ein Volk/eine Nation] 

in two distinct senses: a) in the natural sense qua Nation; and b) in the 

spiritual sense qua Volksgeist. Before examining these, it should be kept in 

mind that Hegel always considers the natural world - nature - as subordinate 

to the spiritual world, although the latter is all-embracing, so that it includes 

the former. However, since nature can only operate, according to Hegel, "in 

its own distinct element" in relation to spirit, it is an inferior expression and 
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manifestation of Geist's rationality and ergo subordinate to the spiritual 

sphere, on which it depends for its distinct operation. 

While a people has a "natural existence• [LPWH 55] - i.e. an 

"anthropological and geographical existence•, which partially determines its 

character (as Montesquieu had already argued in his L'esprit des lois) - Hegel 

did not regard a people either essentially or primarily as a natural entity, but 

rather as a "spiritual individual• [LPWH 96]: 

A nation [ein Volk] should ... be regarded as a spiritual individual, and it 
is not primarily its external side that will be emphasised here, but 
rather what we have previously called the spirit of the nation ... in short, 
those spiritual powers, which live within the nation and rule over it. 

The spirit, as it advances towards its realisation, towards self
satisfaction and self-knowledge, is the sole motive force behind all the 
deeds and aspirations of the nation [Volk]. Religion, knowledge, the 
arts, and the destinies and events of history are all aspects of its 
evolution. This, and not the natural influences at work upon it (as the 
derivation of the word natio from nasci might suggest), determines the 
nation's character [LPWH 56]. 

When Hegel considers a people as a spiritual entity, that is to say, in terms of 

its spiritual existence, he generally speaks of 'the spirit of a people' 

[Volksgeis~ - by which he means a people's characteristic manner of thinking 

and acting qua concrete manifestation of spirit [Geist as actual substance]: 

The concrete Ideas of national spirits [V6lkergeister] have their truth 
and destiny [Bestimmung] in the concrete Idea as absolute 
universality; i.e., in the world spirit, around whose throne they stand as 
the agents of its actualisation and as witnesses and ornaments of its 
splendour. As spirit, it is simply the movement of its own activity in 
gaining absolute knowledge of itself and thereby freeing its 
consciousness from the form of natural immediacy and so coming to 
itself [PR §352; my italics]. 

What constitutes the unity of a people as spiritual individual is its distinctive 

form of consciousness, i.e. "its self-consciousness in relation to its own truth, 

its essence, or what, in a broad sense, might be called its culture• [LPWH 96) 

or civilization, i.e. the "form of its thinking", which "owes its existence to man's 
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ability to control himself, and to the fact that he does not merely follow his 

desires and inclinations, but subjects himself to discipline" [LPWH 57]. 

'Uncultured' or 'uncivilized' consequently signifies, in Hegel's vocabulary, 

those peoples or individuals who let "everything be dictated" to them "by brute 

force and by natural condition" [PR §107A (Hotho)] and thus have not come 

to the recognition that "man as such is free". 

As spiritual individuals - i.e. as "the concepts, which the spirit [Geis~ 

has formed of itself - peoples are essentially cultural individuals, that is to 

say, peoples whose identities derive from factors including e.g. religion, 

artistic traditions and customs. For a people understood in this cultural sense, 

Hegel also employs the term Volk. Thus, a Volk "hangt durch Sprache, Sitten 

und Gewohnheit und Bildung zusammen" and is therefore primarily and 

essentially determined by cultural factors that reflect its own degree of 

intellectual or spiritual advancement, rather than natural ones, such as race 

and territory, or Blut und Boden. The Volksgeist constitutes an organic whole 

or organism - i.e. an organised totality - consisting of the systematic unity of 

the art, religion, tradition, constitutions, manners and language of a people 

[Volk]. 

Sitten, Gesetze, und Verfassung machen das organische innere 
Leben eines Volksgeistes aus. Das Prinzip oder die Art und 
Bestimmung seines Wesens ist darin ausgedruckt. [NHS, Werke IV, 
§200, p.64]. 

In a more narrow sense, being a people - ein Volk (in the sense of 

populus, not natio or vulgus) - means being politically organised and 

governed - Volk in the sense of a Staatsorganismus [cf. PR §302] or 

Staatsgesellschaft - i.e. a people with Staatsbildung. Hegel, for instance, 

speaks of 'das Preuf3ische Vo!K, and 'das Bayrische Vo/K - as actual states 

[Staaten] - in this sense. This usage suggests that he employs Volk and Staat 



synonymously. However, Hegel maintains that a Volk does not automatically 

constitute a state [einen Staa~ - "in its initial stage, a nation [Volk] is not a 

state ... " [PR §349]. Nor can we call a people living in a patriarchal condition a 

state. Similarly, the contemporary liberal conception of the Volk as "the many 

as one", is rejected by Hegel: 

Die Vielen als Einzelne, was man geme unter Volk versteht, sind wohl 
ein Zusammen, aber nur als die Menge - eine form lose Masse ... [PR 
§303]. 

According to Hegel, "the spiritual individual, the people [das Volkr can 

only be regarded as a Staat "in so far as it is internally articulated, an organic 

whole ... " [LPWH 96], by which he means an ethical whole and a political 

totality. In other words, a Volk does not come into being perfectly formed qua 

Staat, but may become a state if it successfully manages the transition from 

Volk to Staat. And Staal is Hegel's preferred term for the modem political 

totality. 

While Hegel maintains that the determinateness of nations is 

essentially spiritual in character, "it is also matched by a corresponding 

natural determinateness". Like Montesquieu, he did not neglect the essential 

influence of nature on the life of nations, e.g. in the form of climate and 

terrain. But this influence is said to be limited only to "minor particulars·. 

However, he acknowledges that "extreme conditions are not conducive to 

spiritual development" [LPWH 155]. While the geographical underpinnings of 

history must therefore be acknowledged - i.e. history is not just the dialectical 

unfolding of the Idea since geography places the Idea at the mercy of 

external contingencies of nature - Hegel is more concerned with the unfolding 

of the Idea as such. 
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When Hegel considers a people in terms of its natural existence, i.e. 

as natural entity, he tends to use the term Nation rather than Volk or 

Volksgeist [although he sometimes uses Volk synonymously with Nation in 

this sense, i.e. as referential synonym referring to the same concept]. In 

other words, insofar as peoples are nations [Nationen] "their principle is a 

natural one" [Ibid.]. Hegel speaks of the family [die Familie] - as original 

natural unit - expanding to become "a people or nation [Nation], which thus 

has a common natural origin" [PR §181]. This sense derives, Hegel notes, 

from the etymology of the term Nation, "the derivation of the word natio from 

nasci [to be bomr [LPWH 56]207
, and acknowledges the "widely held opinion" 

that the nation [as natio, not populus] "is by birth a single individual" [LPWH 

154]. A people considered as Nation have "a common natural origin". 

Consequently, Nation refers to a group of people united by common descent, 

i.e. a kinship or descent group naturally related by birth, and whose character 

is determined by natural factors, as is the relationship between its members 

[natural feeling, love, piety, etc., as in the family]. On the other hand, Hegel 

suggests that a nation may also have been formed by the "coming together of 

scattered family communities under the influence of a dominant power or in a 

voluntary union prompted by independent needs and their reciprocal 

satisfaction" [PR §349]. Such a voluntary union qua Nation is thus no longer 

based simply on blood-relationship [Blutsverwandschaff]. 

Hegel also employs the term Nation to define a patriarchally organised 

natural whole "considered as one person". The expansion of the family into a 

It is Interesting to note that, according to Hans Kohn, "the Romans never designated themselves as natio, but as a 
Populus•, a term used by Hegel in his Rechfsphilosophie In opposition to vulgus; See Kohn, Hans, The Idea of 
Nationalism, p. 16. 
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patriarchal unit - a Nation - however, is said to "transcend the ties of blood

relationship and the purely natural aspect of the original family, beyond which 

individuals must assume the status of independent personalities" [VPG 60-

61]. This seems to imply, then, that the Nation, understood as a "patriarchal 

unit", is no longer solely determined by these natural factors, but has, in fact, 

made some advance beyond nature, albeit not sufficiently to count as a Volk 

or, indeed, a Staat, in which the relationship of its members is no longer 

determined by natural factors and feelings at all: 

Im Staate sind der Geist des Volkes, die Sitte, das Gesetz das 
Herrschende. Da wird der Mensch als vernunftiges Wesen, als frei, 
als Person anerkannt und behandelt; und der Einzelne seinerseits 
macht sich dieser Anerkennung dadurch wurdig, daB er, mit 
Oberwindung der Naturlichkeit seines SelbstbewuBtseins, einem 
Allgemeinen, dem an und fur sich seienden Willen, dem Gesetze 
gehorcht, also gegeneinander sich auf eine allgultige Weise benimmt, 
sie als das anerkennt, wofur er selber gelten will, als frei, als Person 
[Enc.Ill, §432, pp.221-222]. 

Thus, the term Nation seems to be employed by Hegel in three senses: 

a) in the purely natural sense - i.e. in the strict etymological sense of 
natio; 

b) in the (still partially natural) sense of a patriarchal unit; and 

c) in the sense of a "voluntary union" or "coming together" of family 
groups. 

But Nation, in these senses, is consistently distinguished from 

Volksgeisf-08, as well as Staat, and the term is assigned no political content 

whatsoever in Hegel's vocabulary, as opposed to that of nationalists [many of 

whom, like Fichte, regarded the Nation as a naturally united patriarchal family, 

and desired this entity to be realised qua nation-state]. In fact, a Nation is 

explicitly identified in the Encyclopaedia as "ein Volk ohne Staatsbildung" 

[Enc. Ill, Werke X, §549, p.350], which implies that Volk constitutes a 

However, Hegel also sometimes uses the expression "Geist der/einer Nation• and "Nationalgeisr, which Implies that 
Nation, In these compounds - i.e. In its association with the term Geist - indicates a people qua spiritual individual. 
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Staatsgesellscha'ft, but not yet a Staat (whether in the "more comprehensive 

sense" - i.e. the broad sense - of "the spiritual individual, the nation [das Volk] 

- insofar as it is internally differentiated so as to form an organic whole" 

[LPWH 96] (the state as ethical community or "actuality of the ethical Idea"), 

or in the more narrow political sense qua politically organised and governed 

community, i.e. the "strictly political state and its constitution" [PR §163]. 

Indeed, V(J/kermay have had "a long history before they finally reach their 

destiny [Bestimmung] - i.e. that of forming themselves into states - and may 

even have developed considerably in some respect before they attain this 

goal" [LPWH 134]. 

Hegel is not really interested in Nationen as ethnic, cultural or linguistic 

communities. Indeed, nations in the natural sense (a) and b) above are 

regarded by Hegel as insignificant in terms of world-history, because "world 

history arises from the soil of the spirit, not of nature ... " [LPWH 212]; it 

"represents the Idea of the spirit [Geis~" - the ideal principle which 

progressively realises itself in history - as it displays itself in reality as a series 

of external forms. 

Zuerst mOssen wir beachten, daB unser Gegenstand, die 
Weltgeschichte, auf dem geistigen Boden vorgeht. Welt begreift die 
physische und psychische Natur in sich; die physische Natur greift 
gleichfalls in die Weltgeschichte ein ... Aber der Geist und der Verlauf 
seiner Entwicklung ist das Substantielle [VPG, Werke XII, p.29; the 
second italics are mine]. 

The spirits of peoples [V6/kerpeister] "are the elements of the process 

whereby spirit comes to free knowledge of itself'. It follows that, in world 

history, "the spirit we are concerned with is the spirit of the people 

[Volksgeis~" [LPWH 51). And it is the Volksgeist, "not the natural determinacy 

of the people" that "gives the people its character" [LPWH 56]. The spirit of 

the people permeates and animates all aspects of their existence, thus 
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making them the particular people they are. But the Volksgeist is essentially 

created by the people in and through their own thoughts and deeds [it can not 

be artificially created]. Geist u ••• propels itself forward in all the deeds and aims 

of the people. Religion, science, the arts, destinies and events are all forms of 

its development" [LPWH 56]. 

The stage of development of peoples [VOiker] as spiritual individuals -

i.e. their evolution in terms of the 'consciousness of freedom', which is 

mapped and enacted in der Weltgeschichte - is thus consistently evaluated 

by Hegel in terms of the extent to which they have risen above a merely 

natural condition [Naturzustandj. The "criterion for judging peoples is the 

extent of their progress in grasping and realising the principle of freedom•, the 

universal end of reason. 

The spirit is free; and the aim of the world spirit in world-history is to 
realise its essence and to obtain the prerogative of freedom. Its 
activity is that of knowing and recognising itself, but it accomplishes 
this in gradual stages rather than at a single step. Each new individual 
national spirit [Volksgeis~ represents a new stage in the conquering 
march of the world spirit as it wins its way to consciousness and 
freedom. The death of a national sprit is a transition to a new life, but 
not as in nature, where the death of one individual gives life to another 
individual of the same kind. On the contrary, the world spirit 
progresses from lower determinations to higher principles and 
concepts of its own nature, to more fully developed expressions of its 
Idea [LPWH 63]. 

V6/ker, and especially world-historical peoples [weltgeschichtliche 

V6lker] are not, then, to be thought of as homogenous descent or ethnic 

groups "patriarchially united by a bond of nature" - i.e. as Nationen - but as 

spiritual individuals - VtJ/kergeister- united, like e.g. the Greeks "in law and 

spiritual customs·. Thus, ethnic or racial impurity, as Mccarney notes, is 

precisely what is required in terms of a people's spiritual development.209 

Hegel declares that it is simply "superficial folly" to believe that the "beautiful 

Mccamey, Joseph, Hegel on History, p. 141. 

llo 



210 

and truly free life" of the Greek Volksgeist could have arisen from "the simple 

development of a race [Geschlech~ keeping within the limits of blood

relationship and friendship". Rather, all world-historical peoples - like the 

Greeks and Romans - are a "conflux of the most various nations" 

[ZusammenfluB der verschiedensten Nationen; VPG, Werke XII, p.278]. 

Thus, Fremdartigkeit [alien- or foreignness] or heterogeneity is, Hegel says, 

"an element of the Greek spirit" [VPG, Werke XII, pp. 278-80]. In its 

beginning, the history of Greece, we are told, shows the 

Vermischung [mixture] von zum Teil einheimischen [indigenous], zum 
Teil ganz fremdartigen [wholly foreign/alien] Stammen; und gerade 
Attika, dessen Volk den hOchsten Gipfel griechischer Blute erreichen 
sollte, war der Zufluchtsort der verschiedensten Stamme und 
Familien ... von der Menge von VOlkerschaften, welche wir in 
Griechenland antreffen, ist nicht anzugeben, welche eigentlich die 
ursprilnglich griechischen gewesen und welche aus fremden Landern 
und Weltteilen eingewandert seien ... [lbid.]. 

In the very same vein, Hegel speaks of the Germanic world [die gennanische 

Welt- not die deutsche Welt!]. The development of the Germanic peoples 

[die gennanischen V6lkerl- "was kindled by a foreign culture, a foreign 

religion, polity and legislation". The development [Entwicklung] der 

gennanischen V6lker consisted precisely in "taking up and overcoming" 

foreign elements, and Germanic history is thus seen as the "internalising" and 

"self-relation" of these elements [VPG, Werke XII, p.413; cf., pp. 341-2]. 

It also becomes apparent that Hegel rejects what he - in his Lectures 

on the Philosophy of History- called that "widely current fiction that there was 

an original primeval people" - an Urvolk or Aryan race [the term Aryan, which 

derives from Sanskrit arya = noble, was apparently first used by Schlegel]210 
-

For the Nazis, the term Aryan (Arie,j ultimately signified "den Urtyp dessen ... was wlr unter dem Wort «Mensch» 
Verstehen•; for an extensive discussion of the Nazi definition of and attitude towards the Jews see Friedlander, Saul, 
Das Dritte Reich und die Juden. 

117 



"taught immediately by God, endowed with perfect insight and wisdom, 

possessing a thorough knowledge of all natural laws and spiritual truth ... • [PH 

10-11 ]. Hegel is consistently hostile to the idea of an Urvolk from which "all 

science and art has simply been handed down" to modern Germans [LPWH 

132]. As Mccarney maintains, "these are, for Hegel, hard-won achievements 

of spirit, not automatic deliverances of nature".211 For Fichte, amongst others, 

on the other hand, Volk was synonymous with the German Urvolk, and, as 

such, with German [deutsch]: 

the Germans as an original folk [Urvolk] and as the folk that has the 
right to call itself simply the folk [das Volk], in contrast to other 
branches that have been torn away from it; for indeed, the word 
German [deutsch] in its real significance denotes what we have just 
said.212 

For German nationalists, Volk [and its adjective v6lkisch]- with the 

primordial and ethno-cultural connotation of Urvolk - thus came to express 

"what they felt to be a much more comprehensive and emotionally charged 

German experience, imperfectly understood or shared, if at all, by those 

content to describe themselves as "people" or "nations"". Volk, in the 

vocabulary of many nationalists, thus signified a unique ethnic community. 

And, as Smith notes, "the myth of a common and unique origin in time and 

place ... is essential for the sense of ethnic community, since it marks the 

foundation point of the group's history, and hence its individuality8213 

Hegel maintains that each Volk has a particular character, i.e. a 'national 

character' [PR, Intro., §3], which is partially determined by natural factors -

211 

212 
Mccamey, Joseph, Hegel on History, p. 142. 

213 
As cited in Rohan O'O. Butler, The Roots of National Socialism 1783-1933, p.28. 
Smith, Anthony D., Ethnic Revival, p. 66. 
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"physical location, climate, terrain, etc." - but more importantly by the spiritual 

principle which manifests itself in and through its cultural and political activities 

and accomplishments ["its history, deeds [past and present], etc."]. The term 

Volksgeist - spirit of a people - refers to the particular spiritual principle - i.e. 

the people's own activity - that characterises a people as this people. It refers, 

as Knox put it, to the "peculiar tenor of their ethical life, of their government, 

their art, religion and science"214
• As Hegel says: "The character of the nation 

is that of its deeds, for the deeds represent the end it pursues" [LPWH 55]. 

And, since a people is what it does - its deeds [Taten] - every Englishman, for 

instance, "wird sagen: Wir sind die, welche den Ozean beschiffen und den 

Welthandel besitzen, denen Ostindien gehort und seine Reichtumer, welche 

Parlamente und Geschworenengerichte haben, usw: [VPG, Werke XII]. In 

other words, the sense of national (here in the sense of commonlallgemein) 

identity derives from a people's collective action and thought - their self

conscious participation in actions and thoughts aimed at common ends. 

It is telling that, in Hegel's vocabulary, the term Volk (and its various 

compounds - e.g. VolksouveraniUU, Volksvertreter, Volksgeist, etc.) in the 

spiritual/cultural and political sense outlined above - not in the sense of a 

German UNolk - is far more prominent than Nation with its primordial and 

biological/ethnic connotations. I believe that this was a conscious choice. 

Owing to the common Sprachgebrauch of the day, according to which Nation 

signified not only cultural, but ethnic communality, Hegel prefers to use Volk, 

which in his usage retains the cultural, but not the primordial and ethnic 

Knox, T.M, Notes to Hegel's Philosophy of Right, trans. Knox, p.346. 
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connotations of Nation or, indeed, of the more recent concept of a German 

Urvolk. (And more common still is the term Staat and its compounds215
). 

Nevertheless, it is true to say that Volk was a popular term in Hegel's day in 

the sense of Nation and Urvolk. But Hegel consistently opposes what he 

refers to as the "schiefe Vorstellungenn concerning the concept of a Volk 

common in his day. 

Hegel's Volk and Volksgeist are not, then, identical with Nation in the 

natural sense, or in the sense of a patriarchal unit. Nor are they identical with 

Urvolk. However, it should be kept in mind that sometimes Hegel does use 

Volk synonymously with Nation in the natural sense, although he never uses 

Nation synonymously with Volksgeist, which he sometimes, although more 

rarely, also terms Nationalgeist [again, national is not identical with ethnic in 

the racial sense, but rather signifies what is common and general [allgemein -

hence also Allgemeingeis~ qua 'political consciousness']. 

More particularly, Volk comes to refer to a Staatsgesellschaft, a 

politically organised society that is at once more than a mere natural society 

or patriarchal unit - like the family or nation - or aggregate of private 

individuals - like civil society. It is an organic whole, not in the sense of an 

ethno-culturally homogenous Volksgemeinschaft, but in the sense of an 

ethically and politically organised totality. Volk thus refers to a well organised 

organic totality, in which members are related to one another, not on the basis 

of natural factors, but rather on the spiritual basis of a "common 

E.g. Staats-Organisation [PR §272); StaatsbehOrden [PR §315]; Staatsgesetze [PR §355]; Staatsbildung [PR§ 
308], Staatsverfassung, Staatspftichten [PR §75]; Staatenbund, StaatsvermOgen, Staatsmacht (PR §324), Staatsgewalt 
IPR §301]; Staatsdienst [PR §294); Staatsbediente; Staatsgeschafte [PR §293); StaatsOkonomie [PR §189); 
Staatswille [PR §280), Staatsverbrechen [PR §95); Staatswissenschaft [PR §258]; Staatsmanner (PR §279); 
StaatsJeben [PR §279), Staatsrecht [PR §259; 75); also: kleine Staaten, die lndividualitat des Staates [PR §325]; der 
Politische Staat [PR §273), besondere Staaten, der konkrete Staat [PR §273] etc. 
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consciousnessn, i.e. on the basis of shared "laws and spiritual customsn. (For 

a Volk to become a Staat, i.e. for a people to constitute itself into a state, 

more particular determinations are required, according to Hegel, and he 

outlines these in his Rechtsphilosophie (these are discussed below)). 

Hegel assigns race [Rasse/Geschlech~ accordingly an unimportant 

role, since it is merely a natural, not a spiritual determination. 

The Oxford Illustrated Dictionary defines race [Ger. Rasse; 

Menschenrasse; also: Geschlech~ as a "group of persons ... connected by 

common descent; ... family, tribe or nation regarded as of common stock; 

distinct ethnical stock ... ".218 

During the eighteenth century in Europe, it had become popular to 

divide peoples [V6lker/Nationen] into races [Rassen/Geschlechteij, largely for 

anthropological purposes of classification. The term race is more specific than 

that of people or nation, since it refers particularly to physical characteristics 

said to be shared by a particular group of people. Thus, early classifications 

focused on skin-colour and the shape of the skull. Racial differences were 

established on these bases, giving rise to such classifications as "the 

Caucasian race", the "African race", the "American race" etc. J.F. 

Blumenbach, professor of medicine at GOttingen University, for example, 

classified the various races in terms of skin colour, as summarised below: 

The Oxford Illustrated Dictionary (1965), p. 676. 
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die kaukasische Rasse [the Caucasian race] 
die mongolische Rasse [the Mongolian race] 

die amerikanische Rasse [the American race] 

die afrikanische Rasse [the African race] 

= "weiss" [white]; 
= "meist weizgelb ... 

wie gekochte Quitten 
oder wie getrocknete 
Citronenschalen" 
[mostly wheat-
yellow .. .like boiled 
quinces or dried lemon 
rinds1; 

= "kupferroth" 
[copper-red]; 

= "schwart' [black].217 

Racial differences, according to Hegel, are naturally determined -

physical - differences and, as such, are "subordinate to the concept of spirit, 

thought and freedom". As he states in his Encyclopaedia: "der Unterschied 

der Menschenrassen is noch ein natUrlicher, d.h. ein zunachst die Naturseele 

betreffende Unterschied". Rassenverschiedenheiten [racial differences] are 

Qualitaten, weil sie der natUrlichen Seele, dem bloBen Sein des 
Geistes angehOren; aber der Beg riff des Geistes, Den ken und 
Freiheit, ist hOher als das bloBe Sein, und der Begriff uberhaupt und 
naher der Vernunftigkeit ist eben dies, nicht qualitativ bestimmt zu 
sein ... 

Diese Unterschiede betreffen deswegen nicht die 
VernUnftigkeit selbst, sondern die Art und Weise der Objektivitat 
derselben, und begrUnden nicht eine ursprUngliche Verschiedenheit in 
Ansehung der Freiheit und Berechtigung unter den sogenannten 
Rassen [BS, Werke XI, p.531]. 

To those intent on proving whether "die mannigfaltig verschiedenen 

Menschenstamme von verschiedenen ursprunglichen Menschenpaaren ihre 

Herkunft haben", he points out that such an investigation "lieBe sich schon 

darum nicht erwarten, zu etwas SchlieBlichem zu kommen, weil das Resultat, 

daB, soweit die Geschichte oder Sage zuruckgeht, sich nur die 

Verschiedenheit schon als vorhanden finde". Hegel would have agreed with 

E.M. Forster: "race belongs to the unknown and unknowable past" [cf. BS, 

As cited In Kramer, W., & Trenker, G., Lexikon der popu/lJren /rrtamer, p.75. 

122 



Werke XI, pp.532-534]. Philosophy, in any case, has nothing to do with this 

"purely historical question": 

Rucksichtlich der Rassenverschiedenheit der Menschen muB 
zuvorderst bemerkt werden, daB die bloB historische Frage, ob alle 
menschlichen Rassen von einem Paare oder von mehreren 
ausgegangen seien, uns in der Philosophie gar nichts angeht. Man 
hat dieser Frage eine Wichtigkeit beigelegt, weil man durch die 
Annahme einer Abstammung von mehreren Paaren die geistige 
Oberfegenheit [intellectual superiority] der einen Menschengattung 
Ober die andere erk/Sren zu ktJnnen glaubt, ja zu beweisen hoffte, die 
Menschen seien ihren geistigen FShigkeiten nach von Natur so 
verschieden, dall einige wie Tiere beherrscht werden darften. Aus der 
Abstammung kann aber kein Grund fur die Berechtigung oder 
Nichtberechtigung der Menschen zur Freiheit und zur Herrschaft 
geschopft werden. Der Mensch ist an sich vernunftig; darin liegt die 
Moglichkeit der Gleichheit des Rechtes aller Menschen, - die 
Nichtigkeit einer starren Unterscheidung in berechtigte und rechtlose 
Menschengattungen [Enc. Ill, 405; my italics]. 

Those who attempt to show that human beings originate from various 

different pairs do so, Hegel suggests, in order to proclaim the superiority of 

and claim superior rights for one race - their own - over another. This is 

clearly rejected by Hegel, not least because 'racial origins' can never be 

established with any degree of certainty. Myths created about racial origins 

simply attempt to legitimise spurious claims to intellectual, cultural or political 

superiority on a natural basis. 
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a) 'The People' [Volk] versus 'The Mass' 

Hegel also distinguishes between the common liberal as opposed to 

his own understanding of the term Volk. "Die Vielen als Einzelne, was man 

gerne unter Volk versteht, sind wohl ein Zusammen, aber nur als die Menge, 

- eine formlose Masse ... • [PR §303]218
• Karl von Rotteck - a leading liberal 

thinker - would later define das Volk as "die Masse der Nation" (which he 

wanted to see politically emancipated), and Hegel uses the expression 

"Masse eines Volkes" [PR §297], thus indicating that the people [das Volk] 

qua "mass" [Volksmasse; Volksmenge] must be formed into a state, or rather 

constitute itself into the form of a state - i.e. assume a determinate 

Staatsform or political constitution. Volk, as a formless mass or multitude, 

amounts to what Hegel calls "eine unorganische Gesamtheir [PR §302] 

rather than a "Staatsorganismus" [Ibid.]. But Hegel rejects such "schiefe und 

falsche Vorstellungen" [PR §301] about the meaning of Volk. For him, Volk 

means an 'organic totality' [organische Totalitaf], which ideally constitutes and 

is constituted by the state, "das sittliche Universum" [the ethical universe], 

organised by rational and objective laws. Indeed, "das Gesetz", we are told in 

the Preface of the Rechtsphilosophie "is therefore the chief shibboleth by 

which the false brethren and friends of the so-called 'people' give themselves 

away" [PR, Preface, xvii]. Thus, we can easily recognise the false ideas 

concerning the meaning of Volk prevalent at the time, because they are 

Lutz Mackensen outlines the etymology of Masse as follows: 
Masse Volksmenge [ahd. massa aus lat. massa Brotteig, dann: Metallgemisch; die neue Bedeutung 
vorbereitet und durgestest durch Bildungen wie massenweise - bei Goethe -, massenhaft um 1800, usw. 

Deutsche Etymologie, p. 162. 
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generally characterised, according to Hegel, by "hatred of law" [HaB gegen 

das Gesetz]. 

Hegel also frequently employs terms like P(jbel [from the Latin, plebs] 

or Gesinde, Haufen, or Aggregat to signify the [generally impoverished] 

multitude, mass, or die Vie/en [Gk. oz 7ro,Uo1]219, i.e. the Volk- in the sense of 

the common people or multitude - as "formlose Masse" and hence as a 

lawless [rechtslose] mass or Menge [PR §264). These terms - Masse and 

Menge in the sense of P(jbel or Gesinde (mob or rabble) etc.- are emotive in 

that they signify an unruly mob or rabble220
, fired by passion, subjective 

feeling, and often also 'immediate hatred' as, for instance, during the Jacobin 

'Reign of Terror' (Sept. 1793- July 1794). What Hegel feared, according to 

Knox, was "a mass of rebellious paupers, recognising no law but their own" 

[PR §361). The term Volk also appears in such compound expressions as 

Volksverhetzer [rabbler-rouser] in this sense. The French term .. canaille" [lit. a 

pack of dogs; rabble; mob; crowd] gives perhaps more descriptive expression 

to Hegel's intended meaning of mob or rabble [P6bel; cf. EG §544]. 

Hegel essentially rejects the view that a collection or aggregate of 

private persons - "ein atomistischer Haufen von lndividuuen" - constitute the 

people [das Volk - here as populus]: 

219 . . . 
Hegel prefers the term "die Vielen" to that of "Alle" [all], since women and children, for Instance, are generally 

~luded from political participation - there can, therefore, be no talk of "all", only of "the many". 
Cf. PR§244: 

When a mass of people sinks below the level of a certain standard of living - which automatically regulates 
itself at the level necessary for a member of the society in question - that feeling of right, integrity 
[Rechtlichkei~, and honour which comes from supporting oneself by one's own activity and work is lost. This 
leads to the creation of a rabble [des PObe/s], which in tum makes it much easier for disproportionate wealth 
to be concentrated In a few hands. 
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The aggregate of private persons is often spoken of as the 'people' 
[das Volk]: but as such an aggregate is vulgus, not populus: and in 
this regard the principle aim of the state should be that the people 
should not exist or come to power and action as such an aggregate. 
That condition of a people is a condition of lawlessness, unethicality 
[Unsittlichkei~. brutishness: in it the people is only a shapeless, wild, 
blind force [Enc. Ill, Werke X, §544]. . 

It is this kind of olchocratic state of affairs (fr. Gk. oAxocr [olchos], Ger. 

Haufen, anc;I Kpa-reiy [kratein], Ger. herrschen) - i.e. the rule of a mob or mass 

[of people] not tied to a constitution and laws -that Hegel opposes. This does 

not necessarily imply, however, that the people should have no say in politics 

by means of e.g. popular elections [cf. Hegel's comments on the French 

Revolution, Let. 151]. But what one has learned from the Terror is that 

'abstract fanaticism' and 'abstract freedom' lead an unorganic mass of people 

to brutality, barbarism and chaos. 

The English mob and the German equivalent P6bel (above as vulgus) 

thus generally denote a) a disorderly crowd out for trouble; b) the common 

people [the plebs; das einfache orgemeine Volk], or 'to attack in a crowd'. In 

short, it refers to an aggregate of individuals, under the influence of emotion 

(and suggestion), acting as a single unit for a temporary purpose. 

While the German P6bel derives from the Latin plebs, the English 

equivalent, mob, derives from the Latin mobile vulgus, which literally means 

the 'moveable crowd', movable being understood in the sense of fickle, easily 

influenced, excitable. It is, for example, found in Chaucer's English translation 

of Boethius as 'the moeuable poeple' (c. 1374). At the beginning of the 

seventeenth century the Latin term was used to denote the common people 

or the rabble. It was often used in full but was abbreviated to mobile, 

pronounced in three syllables as in Latin: 
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Tho' the mobile baul 
Uke the devil and all, 
For religion, property, justice and laws. 
[N.Rowe, Song of an Orange, State Poems, 1716] 

As Flavell notes, by the late 1680s the term had been further 

shortened to mob. "This trend had considerable momentum in Englandn. In 

the preface to Don Sebastian (1690), Dryden uses the word mobile but, two 

years later, in the preface to Cleomenes (1692) he writes: 

Yet to gratify the barbarous part of my audience, I gave them a short 
rabble scene because the mob (as they call them) are represented by 
Plutarch and Polybius, with the same character of baseness and 
cowardice, which are here described. 

Just under two decades later, Dr. Johnson included mob, along with the 

longer mobile, in his Dictionary.'221 

As has already been said, Hegel distinguishes between the (mobile) 

vu Igus and the populus, that is to say, between the mob [P6be~ and the 

people proper, i.e. as Volk qua organic totality [organische Tota/its~ or 

ordered [organised] whole [das geordnete Ganze]. 

Hegel, in short, differentiates between the people as (ungebildete 

[unformed]) mass or multitude [das Volk als Masse or Menge] and the people 

qua state - "das Volk als Staar [PR §331]. Nevertheless, he sometimes 

employs the term Volk to signify both peoples who constitute and do not 

constitute (existing) Staaten. [This is discussed in greater detail below, under 

the heading "Nationalstaat"]. 

See Flavell, Linda and Roger, Dictionary of Word Origins, p.176. 
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3. Der Staat 

The term Staat [fr. medieval Latin status= state, condition; Ger. In 

addition to Staat also Zustand [or Stand; fr. zu stehen = to stand], Rang (Ger. 

15th century)]222 belongs to the vocabulary of modern political philosophy, 

which Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) apparently first employed [It. stato] to 

signify all institutions, independent of the form of government (e.g. monarchy, 

aristocracy, democracy, oligarchy, etc.], which exert power over men. 

Incorporating the medieval sense of status, descriptive of the feudal Estates 

[Ger. Stande; Feudalstande], state [Ger. Staat, Frz. l'eta~ thus assumed a 

pre-modern sense. In general, the term is characterised by older descriptions, 

such as po/is [JZ"oAzo), res publica, civitas [e.g. St. Augustine's "civitas Der 

and "civitas temma"; Christian Wolffs "civitas maxima", etc.], regimen, 

imperium, but also connotes, as Peter Prechtl points out, "die fiskalische 

Organisation und durchorganisierte territoriale Herrschaft".223 

It was during the eighteenth century that the term Staat began to 

emerge as a political expression in its own right more clearly than before, that 

is to say, in the sense of a modern politically organised and governed 

community under the influence of the French term etat. But even in its 

modern political sense, Staat is not univocal. According to lnwood, 

222 
223 

Cf. lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p.277. 
Cf. Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, p.567. 
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Ibid. 

... Staat, like 'state', has a range of meanings. A state usually involves 
three elements: (1) a people [Volk] that is more or less culturally and 
linguistically homogenous; (2) a territory occupied by them that is 
more or less unified (but not necessarily homogenous) geographically; 
(3) a political organization, with a central authority that exerts power 
throughout the territory. Staat may refer to any one of these, or to all 
three together. Thus, if something is in the interest of the Staat, it is in 
the national interest or the interest of the nation, i.e. of 1,2, and 3 
together, a politically organised people occupying a certain territory. If 
something happens in the German Staat, it happens in the territory. 
Someone who works for the Staat works for the government or in 
some branch of the Staat in sense 3. If a decision is taken von Staats 
wegen, it is taken on a governmental level, i.e. within the higher 
reaches of sense 3.224 

Hegel employs the term Staat in a broad sense and in a narrow 

sense. In the narrow sense, it signifies the (self-governing or autonomous) 

political entity, i.e. the "strictly political state and its constitution· [PR §163]. In 

the broad (more comprehensive) sense, it signifies the state as an ethical 

community, "the actuality of the ethical Idea", of which the family, the civil 

society, and the political state are moments, or distinct spheres of activity. 

Staat thus denotes 

a) broadly. a people [Volk] qua spiritual individual insofar as it is 

internally differentiated and forms an organic whole [LPWH 96 - in 

the ethical sense, i.e. ein sittliches Ganze - the state is "the actuality 

of the ethical Idea· [PR §257] and "concrete freedom· [PR 

§260]]225
; the Volksgeist - or spirit of a people - realises itself in a 

determinate form [as independent totality] and becomes an object 

of determinate knowledge qua actual state in world-history; the 

Staat thus understood does not, however, necessitate total cultural 

and linguistic homogeneity, but rather a common ethical life, as 

manifest e.g. in a people's 'laws and spiritual customs'. 

and 
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b) more narrowly, a politically organised and governed community 

[ethical whole]. In this sense, it can signify any autonomous (self

goveming) political unit thus understood [past and present; 

although there are those better organised than others], so that 

Hegel's Staatsbegriffincludes e.g. Oriental empires, the Greek 

poleis [but also contemporary city-states like Hamburg and 

Bremen226
], the Roman republic, as well as modem states, "major 

European state[s]" [LPWH 109], small states, and modem 

kingdoms and empires [qua aggregates of various 

Staatsorganisationen [VPG Werke XII, p. 536]]. Hegel also refers 

to e.g. North America as a federation of free states nevertheless 

constituting one state: "die ganze Federation· - i.e. that of the 

"nordamerikanischen Freistaaten· - "macht nur einen Staat aus und 

hat ihre politischen Mittelpunkte• [VPG, Werke XII, p.111]. 

The political state does not necessitate cultural and linguistic, nor 

e.g. racial and religious homogeneity, but rather a common political 

consciousness on behalf of its citizens [Bilrgerj. 

Thus, Staat- in Hegel's vocabulary - can signify a number of different 

Staatsforrnen or Staatsorganisationen and Regierongsforrnen [forms of 

government, e.g. democracy, aristocracy, theocracy, monarchy]. It may 

denote a small state or a large state [defined territorially and/or by popu1ation]. 

Moreover, Hegel distinguishes between ancient states - such as the 

Greek po/is, the Roman Republic, and the medieval feudal monarchies - and 

modem states. 

According to Hegel, the term Staat Is ambiguous, "for the state and the laws of the state, as distinct from religion, 
science and art, usually have purely political associations. But in this context, the word 'state' is used in a more 
~mprehensive sense, just as we use the word 'realm' [Reich] to describe spiritual phenomena" (LPWH 96). 

Although, In relation to the Greek po/is, Hegel does not consider it to be as well organised - i.e. internally articulated 
and differentiated - as the modem state. Po/is• a) a city [Stadt] as opposed to the country (Land] and villages [06rfe,1; 
b) a city-state, which Includes the city, as well as the surrounding Land and Dorfer. Only the latter counts as a Staat In 
Hegel's sense, the former would be a Stadt, not a Staat. Staat is also employed in contrast to other aspects of society, 
notably the family and civil society. 
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We must further distinguish between Hegel's references to a) the 

"Idea of the state" - i.e. when he speaks of the Staat in a philosophical sense 

[the state as in itself rational]; and b) to actually existing states [e.g. Prussia, 

Bavaria, France, Great Britain, etc.] or states that did, in fact, exist in the past 

[e.g. the Athenian po/is, the Roman Republic, etc.), which do not, however, 

inevitably embody the Idea of the rational state [in fact, they do not]. As Hegel 

states in his Philosophy of Right: 

In considering the Idea of the state, we must not have any particular 
states or particular institutions in mind; instead, we should consider 
the Idea, this actual God, in its own right [fur sich; PR §324). 

Hegel often refers to particular existing states without thereby implying 

that they are rational states [vemilnftige Staaten] simply by virtue of their 

mere existence. This is not to say, however, that Hegel is concerned with how 

existing states ought to be, rather, as he states in the Preface to the 

Philosophy of Right, he seeks "to conceive and present the state as in itself 

rational" from the perspective of political science [Staatswissenschaft]. Nor is 

he concerned with e.g. the historical origin of the state, i.e. of every particular 

state, "whether it first arose out of patriarchal conditions, out of fear or trust, 

out of corporations etc ... • [PR §258]. None of these considerations has 

anything to do with the Idea of the state. From a philosophical standpoint, 

Hegel is concerned only "mit dem gedachten Begritte· ["the concept as 

thoughr; PR §258] of the state. This also means that Hegel's Staatstheorie 

was not - as unwisely yet often repeated - a mere formula for the Prussian 

state. Much of what he construed as necessary to a Staat was actually 

lacking in the Prussia of his day. 
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In the Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel also speaks of the state in the sense 

nearest to our own common usage, that is to say, in the (narrow) sense of 

"the strictly political state and its constitution"[cf. PR §273] - more particularly, 

Staat in the sense of Rechtsstaat [in the original sense of "Staat der 

Vernunfl"227
], where the authority of the government is limited by a system of 

law, and which can be described by pointing to its institutions of government 

[executive] and law-making [legislature]. 'Constitutional state' is thus a 

descriptive equivalent of Rechtsstaat. The state, in this strictly political sense, 

is one in which political power and activity are governed by law, and are not 

exercised arbitrarily [willkOrfich]. In fact, Hegel repeatedly emphasises the 

supremacy of law [Gesetz] as governing the actions of all citizens and the 

exclusion of arbitrary action by the sovereign and his agents in a rational 

state. Hegel's politischer Staat is thus, by definition, not an absolutist, 

totalitarian or despotic state, that is, a state in which the ruler "nach seiner 

Willkur die Regierung unmittelbar ausabr [NHS, Werke IV, "Rechtslehre", 

§28, p.250], so that civil society [the private sphere] is effectively negated, 

and with it all civil rights. It is not a state in which "power and authority are 

granted to others to determine and prescribe what actions I am to 

perform ... or how I should interpret the dictates of conscience, religious truth, 

etc." [PR §66]. For Hegel, the "necessary condition of statehood" 

[ Staatlichkei~ is no longer conceived merely as the ability of a state to defend 

itself, as the younger Hegel had believed [cf. DV, SS], but rather "the 

presence of a well-defined system of laws and a rational constitution• [PR 

227 
. That is, in the sense of a 'rational state': a state governed by rational laws, based on and organised according to 

rational principles. Indeed, Hegel makes it plain that "die Vemunft so11 das Herrschende sein, und ist es In einem 
gebildeten [cultured, civilized, but also well-formed (-shaped), -organised or -constituted] Staate.■ [GPR §3 Add., p.303]. 
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§175]. Whether or not Hegel's state is identical with the modem "nation-state" 

remains to be seen. 

Hegel, moreover, agreed with Aristotle that the state qua politically 

organised and governed community is not a contractual association into 

which individuals have entered for the sake of the benefits to be derived 

therefrom; it is rather an ethical institution and its purpose is the promotion of 

the good life228 (i.e. ethical life or Sittlichkeit, by which Hegel means both "the 

Idea of the living good" in general, and its actual organised manifestation in "a 

rational system of social institutions" [PR §§ 144-145]) as well as - but not 

exclusively-the protection of 'life, liberty and property'. Hegel's is a 

teleological [from Gk. T&A.ou(telos): purpose, end, aim] vision of society, one 

which stands in contrast to the liberal contract theories put forward by men 

such as Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Kant. Unlike these thinkers, Hegel 

thus maintains that the nature of the state does not lie in contractual 

arrangements of any kind, 

whether it is assumed that the state is a contract of all with all, or a 
contract of all with the sovereign and the government [PR §75]. 

Indeed, 

The state is by no means a contract ... and its substantial essence 
does not consist unconditionally in the protection and safeguarding of 
the lives and property of individuals as such. The state is rather the 
higher instance which may even itself lay claim to the lives and 
property of individuals and require their sacrifice [PR §100]. 

According to Aristotle, "if all communities aim at some good, the state or political community, which Is the highest of 
an, and which embraces all the rest, aims at a good in a greater degree than any other, and at the highest good"; as 
cited by W.D. Ross [also trans.] In AristotleSelections (1927), p.284. 
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Staat, in Hegel's vocabulary, does not, then, refer to a collection or 

association of individuals united by contractual arrangements designed 

exclusively for the purpose of protection and security of life and property, i.e. 

of private goods, so that the essence of the state is identical with merely one 

of its functions [it may, after all, also demand of individuals that they sacrifice 

their life and property to the higher end - the absolute end for individuals - of 

the state as, e.g. in times of war]. 

As noted above, Hegel employs the term Staat - in addition to its 

strictly political sense - in a broader sense, namely to signify "die sittliche 

Weir [PR Preface, p.7], or "das sittliche Universum" [the ethical world or 

universe] - i.e. the "actuality of the ethical Idea" [PR §257]. In this sense, it 

refers to the whole communal life of a people - political, cultural, moral, 

religious, economic - i.e. an entire community with all its institutions [PR §267] 

- "die vollst~ndige Realisierung des Geistes im Casein" [VPG, Werke XII, 

p.30]. As such, it is said to represent "one of the culminating points in the 

development of Spirit [Geis~" - Staat als Volksgeist or Geist eines Volkes [PR 

§27 4]229
, and hence a spiritual individual or totality. The Volksgeist realises 

itself in a determinate form and becomes an object of determinate knowledge 

qua Staat, which Hegel also regards as "the more narrowly defined object of 

world- history in general". In other words, it is only insofar as a Nation or Volk 

succeeds in constituting a Staat, that it becomes an object of knowledge for 

us in world-history, and constitutes "a universal end of Reason" [LPWH 299; 

Notes], i.e. an end-in-itself or self-sufficient individuality. 

According to Hegel, "the state is as far above physical life as spirit is above nature" [PR §272, Add. (Hotho)]. It is 
"lh~_ development of the Idea in its difference1PR §269, Add. (Hotho)] - hence, we may call it an "organism", but in a 
8Ptntuaf sense. 
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The Staat is the "realisation of the concept of freedom" - i.e. the 

"actuality of concrete freedom" or "freedom [die Freihei~ in the world, in 

actuality' [VPR /, Werke XVI]. The state is the substantial basis and end of 

individual human beings, whose "rational destiny [Bestimmung]" is "to live 

within a state", so that "even if no state is yet present, reason requires that 

one be established". For it is only within the state that the individual has and 

enjoys his freedom and is regarded as a person with rights, as well as a 

moral and ethical being. In this sense, the individual "owes everything to the 

state", since rational and moral action is possible only in the Staat, i.e. the 

modern state. In essence, the state qua universal end of reason [an end-in

itself] constitutes an organic totality understood as the "development of the 

Idea in its difference". 

The state thus understood (which includes the more narrowly defined 

political state as one of its moments) differentiates itself into three distinct 

spheres of its organisation [see PR §273] and activity qua actual state [i.e. 

"the spirit which is present in the world' [PR §270, p.291], "the divine will as 

present spirit, unfolding as the the actual shape and organisation of a world' 

[PR §270, p. 292]]: 

i) the family [die Familie]; 
ii) civil society [die bargerliche Gesellschaft]; and 
iii) the political state [der politische Staa~. 
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i) The Family 

The term Familie [family] 230
, in Hegel's day as in our own, refers to a) 

a community of parents and children [Lt. stirps; gens], orb) a wider kinship or 

descent group [Stamm or Volksstamm, Nation [in the natural sense of natio; 

also Volk as denoting the latter) related by blood.231 

The family [die Familie], according to Hegel, is the "immediate 

substantiality of Spirir [die unmittelbare Substantialitst des Geistes], and the 

'family relationship' [das FamilienverhSltnis] constitutes "the earliest 

expression of ethical life [Sittlichkei~" [LPWH 99]-the "natural phase of 

ethical life". The familiy is "der unmittelbare [unmediated; immediate] oder 

natarfiche sittliche Geist" [PR § 157) and thus "die allererste Sittlichkeit"232 [the 

state being the second], i.e. the first manifestation of the actual ethical order 

that regulates the conduct of the individual, family and civil life, and state. As 

such, die Familie constitutes the "primary basis of the state" (the Estates 

[StSnde] constitute the second basis) [PR §201). 

230 
According to Linda and Roger Flavell, the term "family" - or "Familia" In German - derives from the Latin familia, "but 

Its meaning is not what one might expect: In Latin, a famulus was a 'domestic servant'; familia was a collective noun 
that denoted 'all the servants in a Roman household'. When the word entered Into Middle English and German as 
famifia around the tum of the fifteenth century, It was with this original meaning. This sense persisted until the nineteenth 
century and was variously extended to include "the retinue of a nobleman or the staff of a high-ranking military officer". 
During the mid-sixteenth century the term was also applied to an 'entire household', that is, to everyone who lived under 
the same roof, from the master, his wife and children to their domestic servants. Not until the 1660s did the modem 
sense of "family" gradually begin to emerge: father, mother and children, whether or not they were living together.• 
~~vell, Linda and Roger, Dictionary of Word Origins, p.108. 

232 
Cf. lnwood, Michael, A Hagel Dictionary, p.98. 
Hegel distinguishes between Moralitat and Sittlichkait as follows: 

Morality Is the reflected; but ethics is the Interpenetration of the subjective and the objective ... Right and 
morality are only Ideal moments; their existence is only In ethical life. The actual morality Is only the morality of 
the whole In ethical life [VPR 17/89). . 

M~rality thus refers to the individual's subjective life. Hegel seems to identify morality with the standpoint of Kant's moral 
Philosophy [cf. PR §§ 105-108; PhG 596-598]. 'Ethics' or 'ethical life' ( Sittlichkeif) means something like 'customary 
mo~ality'. Hegel employs this term to refer to both a system of social Institutions [PR § 144) and to the moral attitude of 
the rn~rvtdual who Identifies with these Institutions and lives them [PR §§ 146-14 7]. Sittlichkeit supposedly harmonises 
What IS separated by Moralitat[PR §141; cf. PR §§142-157; PhG 347-357). 
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The original family unit - i.e. parents and children - is regarded by 

Hegel as a "natural whole" [ein natarfiches Ganzes] or a "natural society" 

[naWrfiche Gesellschaft], because the individual belongs to it naturally by 

birth, not by choice [i.e. nobody chooses his or her family - it is not a matter of 

free will], and because "die Verhaltnisse und das Benehmen der Mitglieder 

nicht sowohl auf Oberlegung und Entschlu~. sondern auf Gefuhl und Trieb 

beruhen", i.e. on [natural] feeling and instinct. 

Das Familienverh~ltnis ist die Natureinigkeit von lndividuen. Das Band 
dieser natorlichen Gesellschaft ist Liebe und Vertrauen, das Wissen 
dieser ursprunglichen Einigkeit und des Handelns im Sinn desselben 
[NHS, Werke IV, §192, p.62]. 

In other words, family members [Familienmitglieder, i.e. parents and 

children] are related to each other: 

a) naturally by blood [natarfiche Blutsverwandschaft]; this original 

union, however, is sublated [aufgehoben; here in the sense of 

negated] when the individual marries, thus creating a new family, in 

which individuals have their "substantial determination, in relation to it, 

their original family recedes in importance as merely their original 

basis and point of departure, while the abstract category [das 

Abstraktum) of the kinship group [des Stammes] has even fewer 

rights" [PR § 177]. In other words: 

[M]arriage entails the complete foundation of a distinct and 
actual family in a general sense - i.e. the stirps or gens -
becomes only an abstraction which grows ever more remote 
and less actual as one generation succeeds the other. Love, 
the ethical moment in marriage, is, as love, a feeling 
[Empfindung] for actual individuals in the present, not for an 
abstraction [PR § 180). 

When marriage takes place, a new family is constituted, and 
this is self-sufficient for itself in relation to the kinship groups 
[Stsmme] or houses from which it originated; it links with the 
latter are based on the natural blood relationship 
[Blutsverwandschaft], but the new family is based on ethical 
love [PR § 172]. 
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and 

(Monogamous) marriage is thus one of the "absolute principles• on 

which "the ethical life of a community [die Sittlichkeit eines 

Gemeinwesens]" [PR §167] is based [the other one being 

agriculture]233; · 

b) by feelings of mutual love and trust, as well as natural obedience or 

12!filv. According to Hegel: 

Die Familie ist die naturliche Gesellschaft, deren Glieder durch 
Liebe, Vertrauen und naturlichen Gehorsam (PieMt) verbunden sind. 

Die Uebe der Familienmitglieder beruht darauf, daB mein lch mit den 
anderen einzelnen lch eine Einheit ausmacht. Sie betrachten sich 
gegeneinander nicht als Einzelne. Die Familia ist ein organisches Ganze. 
Die Teile sind eigentlich nicht Teile, sondern Glieder, die ihre Substanz nur 
in dem Ganzen haben und welchen, getrennt von dem Ganzen, die 
Selbstandigkeit fehlt. Das Vertrauen, das die Familienmitglieder zueinander 
haben, besteht darin, dar.. jeder nicht ein lnteresse fur sich hat, sondern 
Clberhaupt fur das Ganze. Der natorliche Gehorsam innerhalb der Familia 
beruht darauf, daP.i in diesem Ganzen nur ein Wille ist, welcher namlich dem 
Oberhaupt zukommt. lnsofen macht die Familia nur eine Person aus. 
(Nation) [NHS, Werke IV, "Die Staatsgesellschaft", §23, p.245] 

The term Nation is here employed by Hegel synonymously with 

Familie insofar as it signifies an organic whole - organised according to the 

patriarchal principle - regarded as "one person" [cf. VPG, Werke XII, p. 60], so 

that "in the family as well as the nation [in the sense of natio], each member 

knows that he is a member of the whole· [LPWH 100-101], and is recognised 

[anerl<ann~ as such. While the expansion of the family to a patriarchal whole 

Cf. PR§203: 

geht Ober das Band der Blutsverwandschaft, die Naturseite der 
Grundlage hinaus, und jenseits dieser mossen die lndividuen in den 
Stand der PersOnlichkeit treten [VPG, Werke XII, p.61], 

The proper beginning and original foundation of states has rightly been equated with the Introduction of 
agriculture and of marriage. For the former principle brings with it the cultivation of the soil, and In 
consequence exclusively private property ( cf. Remarks to § 170), and it reduces the nomadic life of savages, 
who seek their livelihood In constant movement, to the tranquillity of civil law [Privatrecht) and the secure 
satisfaction of needs. This is accompanied by the restriction [BeschrSnkung) of sexual love to marriage, and 
the marriage bond is In tum extended to become a lasting and inherently [in sich] universal union, while need 
becomes care for the family and possession becomes family property. 
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and the natural ethical bond of mutual love, trust and piety becomes one of 

duty [Pflich~ -

das partriarchalische Verhaltnis ist der Zustand eines Obergangs, in 
welchen die Familien bereits zu einem Stamme oder Volke gediehen 
ist und das Band daher bereits aufgeh0rt hat nur ein Band der Liebe 
und des Zutrauens zu sein, und zu einem Zusammenhang des 
Dienstes geworden ist [VPG, Werke XII, p.60]-

it is not yet one based on right [Rech~. In other words, a people living in a 

patriarchal condition - a Nation as such - does not yet constitute a Staat 

even in the context of ordinary ideas [Vorstellung], we do not describe 
a patriarchal condition as a constitution, nor do we describe a people 
living in this condition as a state, or its independence as sovereignty 
[PR §349]. 

As a member of the family understood as one person, the individual is 

not respected as individual, i.e. as a free being and concrete person in his 

own right, and does not consciously pursue his own private and particular 

ends. This becomes possible only in the state, i.e. when the Familienmitglied 

becomes a citizen of the state as a member of civil society [der bOrgerfichen 

Gesellschaft]. As Person, the individual has 'actuality' and 'substantiality' only 

insofar as he is a Staatsburger [in the sense of citizen, citoyen, rather than 

burgher, bourgeois]. As Hegel stated earlier in his Phtinomenologie, the 

individual "ist nur als Burger wirklich [actual] und substantiell" [PhG. 321]. 

In civil society- as one of the substantial moments of the actual state -the 

patriarchal bond of the Familie thus gives way to the civic bond and the 

principle of self-determination [autonomy]. In other words, 

civil society tears the individual [lndividuum] away from family ties, 
alienates the members of the family from one another, and recognises 
them as self-sufficient persons [PR §238]. 
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With the transition of the family to civil society, the Familienmitglied 

becomes a citizen. As Borger, then, the individual "gehcrt nicht der Familie 

an" [PhG. 321]. As members of the family, individuals did not count as 

independent persons, but derived their validation only qua members of the 

family, i.e. as parts in and only in relation to the whole. As such, das 

Familienmitglied is not yet a Person [and thus does not respect others as 

persons] aware of his subjectivity [cf. PR §35 A], but conceives himself 

merely as an undifferentiated member of the whole [as in the NationNolk 

insofar as it is a patriarchal condition]. It is only with the transition to civil 

society, that the individual - as citizen of a state [StaatsbOrgefl - becomes an 

independent person in his own right, i.e. "a son of civil society, which has as 

many claims upon him as he has rights in relation to it" [PR §238]. Civil 

society is not a natural familial or patriarchal state [Zustand], but one "in 

welchem allein das Recht seine Wirklichkeit hat"[Enc. II/ §502, p.312]. 

While many of Hegel's Romantic contemporaries celebrated the family 

- understood as the feudal family, the clan (Sippe) or wider kinship group 

(Stamm)- as the model for all social relations, Hegel believes that it no longer 

has any validity and legitimacy in modernity [PR §§ 172, 177]. 
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ii) Civil Society 

According to Hegel, what separates the modem state from ancient or 

previous, less developed states [Staaten], is the specific institution of civil 

society [die bOrgerliche Gesellschaftj.234 As he states in the Philosophy of 

Right 

The creation of civil societies belongs to the modern world, which for 
the first time allows all determinations of the Idea to attain their rights 
[PR §182]. 

Hegel describes the transition from the family to civil society here as follows: 

The family disintegrates, in a natural manner and essentially through the 
principle of personality, into a plurality of families whose relation to one 
another is in general that of self-sufficient concrete persons and 
consequently of an external kind. In other words, the moments which are 
bound together in the unity of the family, as the ethical Idea which is still in 
its concept, must be released from the concept to [attain] self-sufficient 
reality. This is the stage of difference [Differenz]. To put it first in abstract 
terms, this gives the determination of particularity which is related to 
universality, but in such a way that the latter is its basis - though still only its 
inner basis; consequently, this universality is present only as a form of 
appearance in the particular [auf formelle, in das Besondere nur scheinende 
Weise]. This relation of reflection accordingly represents in the first instance 
the loss of ethical life; or, since the latter, as the essence, necessarily 
appears (see Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences, §§64ff. And 
81ff.), this relation constitutes the world of appearance of the ethical, i.e. civil 
society [PR §181; my underlining]. 

In civil society, my primary determining principle is particularity, which 

supersedes the (natural) ethical determination of the family. However, Hegel 

maintains that I would be labouring under a "misapprehension" if I regarded 

· this new determination as the be all and end all. In fact, I might believe that "I 

am adhering to the particular", but "the universal and the necessity of the 

Civil Society, It should be noted at this point, Is not identical with the •system of Needs" [System der BedOrfnisse]. 
The latter Is merely one 'moment' of the former, alongside Rechtspflege , standische Korporationen and Polizei; et. PR 
§188]. All four of these 'moments' are, moreover, institutions of the state, not vorstaa/iche /nstitutionen like, e.g. 
lllarriage; PR §287. 
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[wider] context nevertheless remain the primary and essential factor". Thus, I 

am 

entirely on the level of semblance, and while my particularity remains 
my determining principle - that is my end - I am thereby serving the 
universal which in fact retains ultimate power over me [PR, §181A]. 

Hegel therefore regards civil society, in the abstract sense, as the 

'sphere of particularity' and 'appearance', as an external Not-und 

Verstandesstaat, in which individuals pursue their particular ends, which 

nevertheless serve the universal, i.e. the ends of the state. Civil society 

mediates between the family and the state as stage ( or moment) of 

difference; it presupposes the state, "which it must have before it as a self

sufficient entity in order to subsist [bestehen] itself [PR§ 182A]. 

The expression die bOrgerliche Gesellschaft [in the sense of societas 

civitas], prior to the nineteenth century, was generally used interchangeably 

with Staat in German usage. In his Rechtsphilosophie, as noted above, Hegel 

insists that die bOrgerliche Gesellschaft must be distinguished from both the 

family [Familie] and the political state [der politische Staa~, while yet 

constituting - alongside both of the latter - an intrinsic element of the Staat as 

'actuality of the ethical Idea'. Civil society is conceived as the sphere in which 

individuals exist as persons and subjects and pursue their own ends in the light 

of their subjective and contingent interest and needs, according to the principle 

of modernity qua 'subjectivity', 'particularity' and 'personal peculiarity' [PR 

§260]. Indeed, Hegel is adamant that violation of these principles could belong 

only to a state which is inherently self-destructive and, therefore, intent on 

destroying the source of its own power. For the 'enormous strength' of the 

modern state lies in the fact that the state's 'substantive unity' rests on the 

principles of subjectivity and personal particularity. According to Hegel, 
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the principle of modernity requires that whatever is to be recognised by 
everyone must be seen by everyone as entitled to such recognition [PR 
§317A]. 

In other words, "whatever is to achieve recognition today no longer 

achieves it by force [Gewal~, and only to a small extent through habit and 

custom, but mainly through insight and reasoned argument" [PR §316 A]. The 

modern state must therefore recognise and respect the individual's right to 

direct his own life [freedom of choice] and provide for this right in the form of its 

institutions [PR § 185A; 206A]. 

The German word BOrger[Fr. citoyenlbourgeois; Eng. citizen, also 

burgher] derives from Burg or Burgus, which Peter Prechtl defines as "dem in 

der Vorburg gelegenem Wohnsitz der Kaufleute".235 It also signified a 'defender 

of a castle' [Burg] and, hence, from the twelfth century on, a townsman or town

dweller. In Faust, for instance, Goethe refers to the "Burger hinter seinen 

Mauern" [Part I, 4815; p.152]. Today, it generally describes "den 

Vollberechtigten Einwohner einer Gemeinde als politisches Subjekt'.236 

In most European languages, a distinction is made between a member 

of the public political sphere:- [Gr.] polites [7l"oAzT&o1; [Lt.] civis; [Eng.] citizen, 

[Fr.] citoyen - and a member of the private or economic sphere - bourgeois. 

The German Borger, however, does not make this distinction; it contains all 

these senses. It can, therefore, mean several things: while Borger also means 

citizen [Fr. citoyen], it retains its association with the French bourgeois and 

suggests a contrast with the nobility [Ger. dem Adel, Fr. /a noblesse] and the 

clergy. Bourgeois derives from the cognate bourg [borough or market town; as 

now e.g. in faubourg]. It is distinct from citoyen [Lt. civis] - the sense in which 

Hegel uses Barger when he wishes to specify the sense of a citizen of a state 

235 

236 Prechtl, Peter & Burkard, F.P. [eds.], Metzler Phi/osophie Lexikon, p.86. 
Ibid. 
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[also: StaatsbOrgerj. The adjective bOrgerlich thus means civil, civic, as in civil 

laws, civil society, civil rights, etc. But it also means [as an adjective] middle

class or bourgeois [Ger. Mittelstand [noun]]. In Hegel's bOrgerliche Gesellschaft 

both senses thus appear to be involved: an emphasis is sometimes placed on 

Borger as bourgeois [cf. SS 65; VPR 17,142-143], and bOrgerliche Gesellschaft 

as bourgeoisie, and sometimes on Barger as citoyen, i.e. StaatsbOrger. The 

French bourgeoisie was also rendered as BOrgert{h]um, an expression which, 

according to Lutz Mackensen, was probably coined by Fichte in his 

Naturrechtslehre (1779).237 BOrgertum refers to the characteristics of the 

citizenry, i.e. that which makes its members, or identifies them as citizens. 

During the nineteenth century, as Williband Steinmetz argues, 

BOrgertum war ... ein Eigenschaftsbegriff, es war die Bezeichnung fur 
eine "Daseinsform", namlich die Daseinsform des Burgers, sei es in der 
Stadt, sei es in der burgerlichen Gesellschaft. BOrgertum war ein Wert, 
das die Tatsache des BOrger-Seins bezeichnete ... ". 

Barger is also an ancient Rechtsbegriff [legal term]. As such, it 

appears in the sharply circumscribed sense of a group generally confined to a 

town or city [Stadij. As Steinmetz points out: 

Cf. Fichte, J.G., Grund/age des Naturrechts nach Prinzipien der Wissenschaftslehre. Zweiter Theil oder 
Angewandtes Naturrecht, (Jena/Leipzig: 1797); Gesamtausgabe. Werkeband 4, Reinhard Lauth & Han Gliwitzky (Eds.) 
• (Stuttgart - Bad Cannstatt: 1970), p.17: 

Die Menschhelt sondert sich ab vom BOrgerthume, um mit absoluter Freiheit sich zur Moralitat zu erheben; 
dies aber nur, lnwiefem der Mensch durch den Staat hindurch geht. lnwiefem aber doch der Einzelne durch 
das Gesetz beschrankt wird, 1st er Unterhan, ... •. 
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Diese, das stadtische Burgerrecht besitzende Stadtburger waren innerhalb 
der Stadt abgegrenzt gegen die blol'!,en Einwohner [inhabitants], die je nach 
Region Schutzverwandte oder Beisassen hiel'!,en. Nach aul'!,en waren die 
Stadtburger abgegrenzt gegen den Adel, gegen den Bauemstand und gegen 
andere eximierte Gruppen (Kleriker, Beamte, Militars). Mit dam 'Burgertum' 
im heutigen Verstandis kann man diese Stadtburger nicht gleichsetzen. 
Neben 'Stadtburger' hatte der Begriff noch eine andere rechtliche 
Bedeutung: die Bedeutung 'nicht-adelig'. Diese tauchte meist in Gestalt des 
Adjektiv bOrgerlich oder in Gestalt des subtantivierten Adjektiv die 
Barger/ichen auf. Hier waren theoretisch auch die Bauem einbegriffen. Ins 
FranzOsische ware diese Bedeutung mit roturir zu ubersetzten, wahrend die 
Bedeutung 'bevorrechtigter Staatsburger' im Franzosischen vor 1789 mit 
bourgeois wiederzugeben ware; im Englischen mit burgess oder freeman.238 

Joachim Heinrich Campe (1746-1818) pointed out that Kant (under 

the influence of the "revolutionary semantic") defined as Borger those, 

"welche das Stimmrecht in der Gesetzgebung fur den Staat haben" p.e. in the 

sense of cives, citoyen].239 The more universal expression Staatsbarger[a 

term popularised by Wieland for Fr. citoyen], in the Kantian sense of 

zivilrechtliche Gleichheit [civil equality], was, during the nineteenth century, 

subjected to a reactionary estatist [here in the sense of stSndische] revision 

and thus came to re-assume the sense of subject [Untertan], not 

gleichberechtigter Borger, loyal subject as opposed to patriotic citizen. 

The term Gesellschaft [society] derives from the German Gese//e, 

which originally signified someone "who shared his dwelling space•, but later 

meant a companion or friend,.etc. but also a journeyman. A Gesellschaft is 

any association, whether temporary or enduring. The technical Roman term 

societas signified more specifically a consensually formed business 

partnership. Since the fifteenth century the term has been used to signify the 

social order. TOnnies later distinguished between Gesellschaft qua 

mechanical association based on self-interest, from Gemeinschaft [fr. ahd. 

gimeini, zu mein, [belonging] to me; orig.= Tausch [exchange]; gemein, 

Steinmetz, Williband, as quoted in Wimmer, Rainer, Das 19. Jahrhundart: Sprachgeschichtfiche Wurzefn des 
heutigen Deutsch, p. 144. 
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common), an organic community based on shared values, traditions, 

language, etc. According to Michael lnwood, "Hegel's usage prefigures this 

distinction: civil society [bargerliche Gesellschaftj is not a Gemeinschaft, while 

a religious community is not a Gesellschaft, but a Gemein(de) ['community', 

here 'parish'; also from gemein]." 240 

Hegel, as mentioned above, distinguishes between the state and civil 

society [die bOrgerliche Gesellschaftj. The latter he defined further as "der 

Kampfplatz des individuellen Privatinteresses aller gegen alle" [PR §317) and, 

therefore, as a state [Zustand] of bellum omnium contra omnes insofar as it 

mirrors the 'state of nature' [Naturzustand] "wo die Menschen nur als Einzelne 

sind ... "[Enc. Ill, §432, p.221), each pursuing his own particular ends and 

private interests, which necessarily conflict and compete with each other. Civil 

society, according to Wood, "is the sphere in which the individual exists as 

person and subject, as owner and disposer of private property, who chooses 

his own life-activity in the light of their subjective and contingent interests and 

needs".241 In other words, die bOrgerliche Gesellschaft is the sphere of the 

market economy and private interest. Here, the ends pursued by individuals 

are purely private, particular and contingent [PR § 185) rather than "common 

ends" shared by others through either feeling - as in the Familia - or through 

reason - as in the Staat. Thus, Hegel argues, we should not equate the state -

i.e. the political governed and sovereign community based explicitly on 

reason and aiming at collective and universal ends - with civil society [PR 

§258], which implies that this identification was still common in his day: 

Cf. Campe, J.H., Worterbuch derdeutschen Sprache, 1807-11; 5 Vol. (Braunschweig: 1807-11); Helmut Henne i~-J, (Hildesheim & New York: 1969). 

241 lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p. 53. 
Wood, Allen, Introduction to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, p. xvill. 
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If the state is confused with civil society and its determination is 
equated with the security and protection of property and personal 
freedom, the interest of individuals [der Einzelnen] as such becomes 
the ultimate end for which they are united; it also follows from this that 
membership of the state is an optional matter [PR §258, p.276]. 

However, the universal remains the ultimate basis and end of the particular. 

As 'sphere of appearance', civil society [which presupposes the Staa~ 

constitutes the realm of particular determination, but the principle of 

particularity is related to the universal as its basis and end, so that the 

interests of individuals as such do not constitute but merely appear as the 

ultimate end for which individuals are united. And, as Hegel noted above, this 

misapprehension results in the view that individuals are only arbitrarily or 

accidentally Staatsmitglieder, when the state is, in fact, their "substantial basis 

and end". For it is only as members of a state that individuals can be citizens 

- 'concrete persons' exercising freedom of choice [subjective freedom]. 

Unlike Aristotle's expression koinonia politike [,cozvovia i'l'olz,z,ce], and 

its derivatives - civitas, republica, communitas, civilis sive politica [Aquinas], 

civil or political society [Locke] - which refer to the political state and do not 

distinguish between the political and the civil, Hegel thus appears to employ 

the term die bilrgerliche Gesellschaft to refer to the distinct sphere of 

Sittlichkeit [ethical life] in contrast to, and mediating between, the family 

[Familie] and the political state [politischer Stas~. Civil society includes the 

economic life of the community [Gesellschaft] and the legal, social, and 

political arrangements that ensure its proper functioning. According to Hegel, 

it contains "three moments" [drei Momenta]: 
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A. The mediation of need and the satisfaction of the individual [des 
Einzelnen] through his work and through the work and satisfaction 
of the needs of all the others - the system of needs. 

B. The actuality of the universal of freedom contained therein, the 
protection of property through the administration of justice. 

C. Provisions against contingency, which remains present in the 
above systems, and care of the particular interest as a common 
interest, by means of the police and the corporations [PR §188]. 

However, according to Hans Boldt, Hegel's use of the term "die 

burgerliche Gesellschaft" is ambiguous: in the Rechtsphilosophie, he seems 

to employ it, on the one hand, in a sense close to the traditional concept of a 

societas civitas, which signified the Staat [i.e. he employs it synonymously 

with Staa6. This notion, Boldt argues, is understood by Hegel in the modem 

natural law sense of civil society, in which "die Subsistenz und das Wohl aller 

Einzelnen" is secured, and "individuals, as citizens of this state, are private 

persons [Privatpersonen] who have their own interests as their end" [PR 

§187), so that their orderly relation is raised only to the Form der 

Allgemeinheit, and thus remains an 'external' [lluBerlicherj or "Not-und 

Verstandesstaar. On the other hand, Boldt argues, the more modem idea 

that civil society is distinct from the state, understood as government and 

public power [Regierung und Offentliche Gewam, which stands in opposition 

to civil society as "Ordnungsgaranr, finds expression in the 

Rechtsphilosophie. According to Boldt, this leads Hegel to distinguish 

between the state, not merely in an external sense, but between the "political 

state" qua "actuality of the ethical idea" [PR §257] and its powers 

[Staatsgewalten] and civil society. Civil society is not a political state in this 

sense, but is reduced to an 'external sense' [qua Susserlicher Not-und 

Verstandesstaa~. But civil society is not merely reduced to the institutions of 

the state, which are necessary for the preservation of the Staatsgewalten; it is 

"um die Gewalten [reduziert]", as they are now granted to the 'other state'. 
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This, Boldt argues, has "strange consequencesn: we now find, on the one 

hand, that "staatliche lnstitutionen" such as Rechtspflege and Polizei, which 

Hegel explicitly links to executive power [Regierongsgewam, are part of 'civil 

society', while the government [die Regierong] is discussed under the 

heading of the Staat.242 

Ultimately, Boldt suggests, one has to assume that Hegel's distinction 

between Staat and bOrgerficher Gesellschaft is not yet a simple [einfache] 

distinction between a non-political [nicht-staatlichen] realm, which 

nevertheless necessitates the state qua political realm, and the latter. Rather, 

Boldt argues, Hegel's distinguishes between two aspects of the state, but 

their institutional division remains questionable. 243 

It thus becomes apparent that Hegel's distinction between civil society 

and the state is not unproblematic: it seems that the term Staat is used, on 

the one hand, synonymously with bilrgerfiche Gesellschaft and, on the other 

hand, it is posited as a description of something else in opposition to Staat. 

242 
"Das fOhrt bef Hegel dazu, daB er das, was er unter Staat in efnem nicht nur auBerlichen Sinne, sondem als 

«politischer Staab bezeichnet, der laut §257 die «Wirklichkeit der sittlichen ldee» darstellt, mit den In den folgenden 
Paragraphen abgehandelten Staatsgewalten verbinden und einer «Gesellschafb gegenOberstellen kann, die nicht Staat 
In diesem Sinne 1st, wohl aber In reduzierter, bloB "lluBerlicher" Weise, reduziert allerdings nicht nur auf die staatlichen 
Institution, die zu lhrer Erhaltung notwendig sind, sondem auch um die Gewalten, die nunmehr dem canderen» Staat 
zugeschlagen werden. Das hat merkwOrdige Konsequenzen: So finden wir einerseits staatliche lnstitutionen wie 
Rechtspflege und Polizei, die von Hegel ausdrOcklich als T eile der Regierungsgewalt apostrophiert werden (§287) unter 
der Rubrik «bOrgerliche Gesellschafbdem Not-und Verstandesstaat zugeordnet, wahrend die Regierung sonst Im 
AbSchnitt Ober den Staat abgehandelt wird". 
Boldt, Hans, "Hegel und die konstituelle Monarchie", in Weisser-Lohmann, E., & Kohler, Dietmar [eds.], Verfassung und 
~votution: Hegels Verfassungskonzeption und die Revolution der Neuzeit, pp.178-179. 

"daB es sich bei Hegels Unterscheidung von Staat und bOrgerlicher Gesellschaft noch nicht um die einfache 
Trennung eines nicht-staatlichen, gleichwohl des Staates bedOrftigen Bereichs vom staatlichen handelt, sondem um die 
U~terscheidung zweier Aspekte des Staates, deren institutionelle Trennlinie fragwOrdig bleibr. 
lbtd. p.179. 
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In the Rechtsphilosophie, in the section on 'executive power', Hegel 

states that Regierungsgewalt includes the powers of the judiciary and the 

police, and that these "have more immediate reference to the particular affairs 

of civil society", and that they "assert the universal interest within these 

[particular] ends". There is thus a theoretical distinction made between the 

sphere of execution and implementation of executive decisions [civil society] 

and the sphere of these decisions themselves [the political state]. For this 

reason, Hegel discusses those aspects of executive power concerned with 

the former under the heading of civil society, while Regierungsgewalt is 

otherwise discussed in the section entitled "The State" in the latter sense. 

The institutions of civil society constitute the Verfassung (constitution) 

as "entwickelte und verwirklichte VemOnftigkeif'. As Weisser-Lohman argues, 

these institutions constitute the "firm foundation of the state" insofar as 

"particular freedom is realised and rational" [PR §265] through them. They are 

the "pillars on which public freedom rests" [Ibid.], because they form the basis 

of trust [Zutrauen] and disposition [Gesinnung] among individuals towards the 

state. These institutions, as a result of the necessity of the satisfaction of 

needs [BedOrfnisbefriedigung], are actually present qua reason in the 

"political state", in the "constitution of the state", that is to say, their necessity 

has become consciously realised and thus 'political'. 244 As Hegel asserts: 

It is the self-awareness of individuals which constitutes the actuality of 
the state ... [PR §265A]. 

Diese lnstitutionen bllden insofem die cfeste Basis des Staats, als in Ihnen «die besondere Freiheit realisiert 
~e~Qnftig ..•. vorhanden isb (Grundlinien, §265.18). Sie sind die ,Grundsaulen der Offentlichen Freiheit« weil sie die 

asrs des Zutrauens und der Gesinnung der lndividuen bilden. Aus der Notwendigkelt der BedOrfnisbefriedigung 
h~rv?rgegangen sind diese lnstitutionen Im «politischen Staab, In der «Verfassung des Staates, als VemOnftigkeit 
Wirkhch vorhanden, d.h. ihre Notwendigkeit 1st bewuBt geworden und als bewuBt verwlrkllcht. Damit sind sie politisch 
Qeworden". 
~eisser-Lohman, Elisabeth, "'Sittlichkeit' und 'Verfassung' bei Hegel, In Weisser-Lohman, E. & KOhler, D. [eds.], 

6 tfassung und Revolution, p.163. 
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iii) The Political State 

As noted above, Hegel conceived of the state in a broad sense as 

"the ethical universe", "the actuality of the ethical Idea" and "concrete 

freedom". In a more narrow sense [but one included in the broad sense] he 

speaks of the political state and its constitution [PR § 163], the "strictly political 

state" as representing [darstellen] the "actuality of the ethical Idea" [PR §257], 

which is conceived as an internally articulated organic [organised] whole, 

consisting of three moments or "substantial elements": 

1) the monarch or sovereign power qua 'individual element' - the monarch, 

whose office is hereditary [in order to "avoid the arbitrary and 

contractual aspect of election"245 [cf. PR §2811], is a constitutional [i.e. 

limitedj, not an absolute monarch, since "the objective aspect belongs 

to the law alone, and the monarch's part is merely to set to the law the 

subjective "I will" [PR §280A]. Constitutional monarchy is the best form 

of government [Regierungsfonn], according to Hegel, because it is a) 

the specific development [Ausbildung] of the state in modernity [PR 

§273], and thus b) simultaneously safeguards individual freedom and 

preserves the unity necessary for political and social [i.e. common or 

collective/al/gemeine] action. Hegel, in short, construes constitutional 

monarchy as the essence of the modern state (the state of his time). 

The monarch, Hegel says, makes final decisions although - "advised 

by experts", as lnwood puts it with regard to e.g. declarations of war or 

appointment of executives - ultimately does little more than "put the dot 

on the l".246 The monarch's limited role envisioned by Hegel may be 

likened in some respects to the function of many hereditary monarchs 

(Great Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium, etc.) today. 

lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p. 279. 
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2) the executive power [Regierungsgewam qua 'particular element' - it 

subsumes the particular under the universal [PR §278]. In other words, 

it implements the laws, as well as decisions of the monarch. The 

executive power includes the heads of the judiciary, civil service, police, 

etc. All these positions are open to anyone with talent, not merely to 

members of the nobility or aristocracy [careers open to ta/en~; 

3) the legislative power [gesetzgebende Gewalt, PR §272] qua 'universal 

element'. In this branch of government, the people as a whole are 

represented, not as private individuals, but as members of the Estates 

[Stande]- i.e. professional (not socio-economic) classes. As lnwood 

points out, Hegel sees the Estates [Stande] as "institutions that mediate 

between atomic individuals and the government", which "prepare man 

for life in the state".247 There are three Estates248 in Hegel's view, here 

outlined by lnwood: 

and 

a) the hereditary landed gentry - the individual members of this 
Estate sit in an Upper House; 

b) the business class, whose members elect representatives -
through their corporations249 

- to sit in a Lower House [NB. 
Stand/StSnde also means 'house/houses' in this sense]250 

c) the universal class of civil servants. 

The political constitution [die politische Verfassung] of the state is thus 

defined in terms of a) the state's internal organisation - its relation to itself -

and beyond that it is described in terms of b) its external relation with other 

states qua individual totalities in themselves: 

According to Jacques D'Hondt, a courtier once drew Friedrich Wilhelm lll's attention to Hegel's affirmation that the 
monarch's power consisted only in saying "yes" and then "dotting the i", and the King angrily exclaimed, 'What if I 
~ift?"; Hegel en son temps (Paris: Editions Sociales, 1968), p. 100. 

248 lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p.279. 
_According to Hegel, "the proper significance of the Estates is that it is through them that the state enters into the 

~~Jectlve consciousness of the people, and that the people begins to participate In the state [PR §301A]. 
The Corporations constitute a model of state-civil society Intermediation, In which the Interests of the state and 

~rtain private sector Interests fuse. 
lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p. 279. 
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The political constitution is, first, the organization of the state and the 
process of its organic life with reference to itself, in which it 
differentiates its moments within itself and develops them to 
established existence [zum Bestehen]. 

Secondly, the state in its individuality is an exclusive unit which 
accordingly has relations with others; it thereby turns its differentiation 
outwards and, in accordance with this determination, posits its existing 
[bestehenden] differences within itself in their ideality [PR §271]. 

The constitution reflects the self-understanding and normative 

demands of the state in its actuality. It transforms the ethical and political Idea 

into the actuality of right [Rech~. As Hegel states, it is ''the relationship of the 

individual to the many, of individuals among themselves (i.e. legal 

relationships in general), and the means whereby different functions are 

assigned to different social classes" [LPWH 214]. In other words, the 

constitution 

setzt die Trennung und Beziehung der verschiedenen Staatsgewalten 
zueinander und den Wirkungskreis einer jeden festen, vomehmlich 
die Rechte der lndividuen im Verh~ltnis zu dem Staat und den Anteil 
der Mitwirkung derselben, den sie nicht bloll in der Wahl der 
Regierung, sondem auch , insofern sie Borger Oberhaupt sind, haben 
sollen [NHS, Werke IV, §199, p.64]. 

The Hegelian Staat is per necessitatem a Staatsorganismus, that is to 

say, it constitutes an organised system of interrelated and interdependent 

parts, sharing a common life, and capable of maintaining its existence as a 

unitary system. If any of its individual parts is either non-existent, 

underdeveloped or defunct, we can no longer speak of a Staat. A state, by 

definition, must be an organism [organised whole] - "the development of the 

Idea in its difference" [PR §269A]. In the Enzyklopt!idie, Hegel defines the 

state qua organism as a "system of three syllogisms": 

153 



(i) The individual or person, through his particularity or physical or 
mental needs ... is coupled with the universal, i.e. with society, law, 
right, government. (ii) The will or action of individuals is the 
intermediating force which procures for these needs satisfaction in 
society, law, and constitution, and which gives to society, law, and 
constitution, their fulfilment and actualisation. (iii) But the universal, i.e. 
the state, government, and law, is the permanent underlying mean in 
which the individuals and their satisfaction have and receive their 
fulfilled reality, intermediation, and persistence. Each of the moments 
of the concept, as it is brought by intermediation to coalesce with itself 
and produces itself ... It is only by this triad of syllogisms with the same 
terms that the whole is thoroughly understood in its organisation 
[Enc.Ill, Werke X, §198]. 
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a) The Actual State 

As politically organised and governed ethical whole [sittliches Ganze], 

which has its own "allgemeine Realitat in den Burgern"[VPG, Werke XII, p. 

62], the "actual political state" [dereigentliche politische Staat; PR §267] 

stands in opposition to what Hegel terms the "abstract state"251 
- "die 

Vereinigung unter Menschen unter ein Band, aber so daB diese Vereinigung 

noch nicht in sich vernunftige Organisation [rational organisation] ist... "[VPR, 

Werke XVII, p.161]. In other words, the abstract state is an Aggregat of 

private individuals - which, Hegel notes, is often called das Volk [but not by 

him] - or an unorganised and ungoverned mass of people [d. PR §27 4], 

rather than an Organismus (i.e. an organised whole) of citizens, and, as such, 

amounts to no more than "ein atomistischer Haufen von lndividuen" [GPR 

§273], which is not, however, the condition [Zustand] of true - actual and 

concrete - freedom, although many regard it as such [Enc. Ill §544, p.341]. 

According to Hegel: "It is only by a constitution [Verfassung] that the 

abstraction - the state - attains life and reality ... • [PH 52]. He identifies, for 

instance, the old feudal monarchies as aggregates, rather than organisms 

[PR §278]. The abstract state is thus contrasted with the actual, concrete 

state as realised through the self-conscious activity of its citizens pursuing 

their particular ends in the private sphere of civil society while yet furthering 

the universal ends of the state: 

Abstract' signifies etymologically "that which is drawn out from• its living context and viewed in isolation. Hegel 
always uses the word 'abstract' pejoratively. 
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The state is actual and its actuality consists in the fact that the interest 
of the whole realises itself through the particular ends. Actuality is 
always the unity of universality and particularity; the resolution of 
universality into particularity; the latter then appears to be self
sufficient, although it is sustained and supported only by the whole 
[PR §270 A]. 

It follows that if this unity is not present, nothing can be said to be 

actual, even if it may be assumed to have existence [E'xistenz]. A bad state -

i.e. a badly organised state, or abstract state - exists only in the same sense 

as a sick body exists: it has no true reality. "A hand which has been cut off still 

looks like a hand and exists, but has no actuality." Similarly, insofar as a 

people does not constitute a state, it may be said to have existence [Dasein] 

but no Wirklichkeit. As Hegel notes in his Lectures on the Philosophy of 

World History. "Even at the present time, we know of peoples 

[V6/kerschaften] which scarcely form a society [Gesellschaft] let alone a state 

[einen Staa~n -they are not, therefore, actual states - "but which have long 

been known to exist. .. " [LPWH 135]. 
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b) Nationalstaat? 

Despite the fact that Hegel nowhere employs the term Nationalstaat 

[or Volksstaa~. he is said to have elaborated [in his Rechtsphilosophie] a 

theory of the modern nation-state, which came to be interpreted negatively -

in liberal circles - as a virtual blueprint for the Machtstaat realised by 

Bismarck, the "Ideas of 1914"252
, as well as the totalitarian state of the Nazis. 

Hegel's expression "das Volk als Staar [defined as the "absolute 

power on earth" [PR §331 ]], and his frequent references to the "modern 

state", are often equated with the nation state [as in the translations of Knox 

and Nisbet]. Some interpreters have thus argued that Hegel is a "theorist of 

the modern nation-state" - by which they generally mean an ethno-cultural, 

linguistic, or territorially homogenous Nation as coinciding with the political 

Staat - who regarded the Nationalstaat [thus understood] as the constituent 

unit of modern political organisation. 

As already mentioned, Hegel employed the term Staat in a number of 

senses. According to Pelczynski: 

When Hegel has in mind [any] specifically political community he calls 
it der Staat (the state). His definition of the state is therefore highly 
stipulative, and quite removed from the conventional meaning of this 
term. 'The state' for Hegel means any ethical community, which is 
politically organised and sovereign, subject to a supreme public 
authority and independent from other such communities. Ancient 
oriental empires, Greek city-states, the Roman republic and the 
modern nation state are all 'states' in this sense. 253 

252 
Meineke, for example, lists Hegel alongside Ranke and Bismarck as one of those men who paved the way for the 

~a/po/itik of the pre-1914 era. 
Ti Pelczynskl, ZA, "Political community and individual freedom in Hegel's philosophy of the state•, in Peiczynski [ed.), 
he State and Civil Society, p. 55. 
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It is not, however, only nation-states that count in modernity, for Hegel affirms 

the sovereignty of geographically or nationally [e.g. ethno-cultural/linguistic] 

limited states, such as his native WOrttemberg [which became a kingdom in 

1806], but also e.g. Prussia, Bavaria. And Hegel affirms the same about 

multi-national states, such as Great Britain [an amalgam of four different 

nations in the ethno-cultural/linguistic/territorial sense] etc. 

Staat, in Hegel's vocabulary, thus refers to any politically organised 

and sovereign ethical community254 
- whether the latter is modern France, 

Bavaria, Prussia, or Great Britain. Nation refers to "ein Volk ohne 

Staatsbildung" [Enc. Ill, Werke X, §549, p.350], i.e. a community without 

political organisation and sovereignty, so that in Hegelian usage Staat is 

clearly distinguished from Nation [there is no identity or equation of the two as 

such], unlike e.g. in common English and French usage, where nation 

frequently denotes state. Staat is also distinguished from Volk. 

When Hegel employs the expression "der modeme Staar or "die 

modemen Staaten" - which has been interpreted as a reference to the 

modern nation-state - the term modem refers to the 'principle of modernity' 

(which he championed) - i.e. the principle of subjective freedom, according to 

which each individual qua autonomous citizen has a separate and self

determined life, which the modern state [der Staa~ recognises. The individual, 

on the other hand, acknowledges the state as "that form of reality" in which he 

"has and enjoys his freedom" [PH 28], so that there is a mutual recognition of 

a) the life of the state in the individual and b) the life of the individual in the 

state. As Hegel states in his Rechtsphilosophie: 

254 
However, Pelczynski also notes that, to the best of his knowledge [and, Indeed, mine), Hegel "never once uses the 

expression 'political community'. He is, In fact, very sparing with the term 'community' [Gemeinwesen) Itself"; Ibid., p.72. 
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The essence of the modern state is that the universal is bound up with 
the complete freedom of its particular members and with private well 
being ... The universal must be furthered, but subjectivity on the other 
hand must attain its full and living development. It is only when both of 
these moments subsist in their strength that the state can be regarded 
as articulated and genuinely organised [PR §260 A]. 

The principle of the modern world requires that whatever is to be 
recognised by everyone must be seen by everyone as entitled to such 
recognition [PR §317A (Hotho)]. 

The modern state, then, is characterised by the "momentous unification of 

self-sufficient individuality with universal substantiality" [PR §33A]. This is the 

unification advocated by, and defining characteristic of Hegel's "modern 

state", whether that state is constituted by a single nation [Nation] in an ethno

cultural sense or not. In the political sense, being a people [ein Volk sein] - in 

Hegel's vocabulary - means being organised in a political framework, not 

merely being united by ancestral ties and authentic culture. 

Indeed, Hegel supports ethnic, linguistic and cultural diversity in the 

modern state. Thus, unlike Herder, for instance - who opposed "the 

indiscriminate mingling of various nations and human types under one 

sceptre"255 
- Hegel identifies the multi-national and multi-linguistic empires of 

Great Britain, Austria-Hungary and Russia as "models of the modern state, 

whose integration arises .. .from the spirit and unity of a common political 

consciousness".256 It thus becomes apparent, as Shlomo Avineri notes, that 

Herder, J.G., Samtliche Werl<e, Leipzig 1887, vol. XIII, Berlin 1911, p.384. However, it should also be noted that 
Herder emphasised the universality of humanity: "(N]otwithstanding the varieties of the human form there is but one and 
~ same species of man throughout the world". 

However, It must be borne In mind that they are only "models" in this respect; most actually existing states, including 
Prussia, are rationally underdeveloped; we must therefore distinguish between Hegel's references to the "Idea of the 
state• as in itself rational on the one hand, and his references to existing states on the other. 
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Hegel regards "national or ethnic characteristics irrelevant to the modern 

state .. .".257 He did not, then, as Anthony Quinton claims, firmly identify the 

state with "the kind of linguistically and culturally homogenous nation-state 

that prevailed in most of Western Europe ... •.258 On the contrary, he maintains 

that 

in our day the tie between members of a state in respect of manners, 
education, language, may be rather loose or even non-existent. 
Identity in these matters, once the foundation of a people's union, is 
now to be reckoned amongst the accidents whose character does not 
hinder a mass from constituting a public authority ... Thus dissimilarity in 
culture and manners is a necessary product as well as a necessary 
condition of the stability of modern states [FS, Werke I, pp.477-8].259 

In his Rechtsphilosophie Hegel appears to oppose the establishment 

of a unified German nation-state (although he did not oppose the unification 

of small states per se: "Smaller states can be united into a larger one, if this 

larger state formed out of them is well organised [VPR IV, 732]), and shows 

himself less than enthusiastic towards German nationalism; indeed, as Allen 

Wood notes, he appears "wary of the absorption of the smaller German 

states into a 'German nation'."260 Avineri goes one step further in asserting 

that Hegel "opposed every attempt at political unity in Germany''.261 Consider 

the following remarks from his Rechtsphilosophie on this point: 

Individuality, as exclusive being-for-itself, appears as the relation [of 
the state] to other states, each of which is independent [selbstandig] in 
relation to the others. Since the being-for-itself of the actual spirit has 
its existence [Dasein] in this independence, the latter is the primary 
freedom and supreme dignity of a nation [eines Volkes]. Those who 
speak of the wishes of a totality [Gesamtheit] which constitutes a 
more or less Independent state with its own centre to abandon 
this focal point and Its own independence In order to form a 
whole with another state know little of the nature of a totality and 
of the self-awareness which an autonomous nation [Volk] 
possesses [PR §322). 

257 

258 Avinerl, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Jon Stewart [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.73. 

259 Quinton, Anthony, "Political Philosophy", in Kenny, Anthony (ed.], The Blackwell Dictionary of Philosophy, p. 182. 

260 
As cited by Shlomo Aviner, "Hook's Hegel", in Kaufmann, Walter [ed.), Hege/'s Political Philosophy, p.74. 

261 
Wood, Allen, Endnotes to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H. Nisbet, p.385. 
Avinerl, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Jon Stewart [ed.], The Hege/ Myths and Legends, p.111. 
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Here, Hegel clearly does not have an autonomous ethno

cultural/linguistic German Volk in mind when he uses the term - unlike 

Fichte262 
- but rather any of the independent German states or souverSne 

LSnder- i.e. any one of the "actual German realmsn, those which have taken 

"the place of the nonentity which had borne only the empty name of an 

'Empire' [Reich] ... " after 1806 [e.g. Prussia, Bavaria, etc.]. Indeed, as Avineri 

notes, in 1818 Hegel "openly welcomed the creation of a sovereign 

Wurttemberg staten as one of those "actual German realmsn.263 

In short, Hegel generally opposed rather than advocated and 

supported the establishment of an autonomous, independent and unified 

German Nationalstaat (national autonomy, independence, and unity being 

leitmotifs [from the modernist perspective] of "any kind of nationalism", 

according to Anthony D. Smith). Hegel, like Goethe264 [and unlike Fichte and 

Fries, amongst others], did not maintain that the various independent German 

states should form a particular union, i.e. unite to form an autonomous 

German nation-state [Cf. PR §322]. Indeed, a section of the German nation -

in the ethno-cultural, linguistic, and/or territorial sense - may constitute a 

modern Staat in the Hegelian sense. 

According to Fichte: "The Germans are an original folk [Urvo/k] and as the folk that has the right to call itself simply 
t~e folk, in contrast to other branches that have been tom away from It; for indeed the word German [deutsch] in Its real 
significance denotes what we have just said", "[it is] obvious at once that only the German ... really has a folk and is 
entitled to count on one, and that he alone Is capable of real and rational Jove for his nation"; as cited in Rohan D'O. 
~er, The Roots of National Socialism 1783-1933, p.28/p.46 respectively. 

Avineri, Shiomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Stewart, Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p. 110. 
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In Hegel's vocabulary the term Staat denotes an organic totality or 

organism in virtue of its ethical and political organisation or constitution [Hegel 

makes use of the etymological relationship between organism and 

organisation], not in virtue of its being founded upon and identical with a 

linguistically, culturally, and ethnically homogenous nation [Nation or Volk]. 

Hegel's Staatsbegriff - as already noted - includes empires 

[Kaiseneiche or Kaisertamer- Kaisertum as "ein Aggregat von vielen 

Staatsorganisationenn [VPG 536] - or Konigreiche], such as the Austro

Hungarian, British, and Russian empires of the nineteenth century - i.e. they 

are regarded as "statesn [Staaten; PR §279], as are e.g. the Greek po/is, the 

Roman Republic [but not the medieval states, which are regarded as 

aggregates]. Thus, he maintains that it is precisely these states - the multi

ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-linguistic empires - that "are models of the 

modern state, whose integration arises ... from the spirit and unity of a 

common political consciousness", not on the basis of ethnicity and kinship, 

nor even on the basis of a common language and culture. 

In our times, there is no need for integration or unity in the states as 
far as custom, tradition, culture, and language are concerned ... The 
dialects of many provinces of France and England differ from the 
dominant tongue ... In Wales and the Hebrides English is not spoken at 
all. .. The Austrian and Russian monarchs do not even know how 
many languages are spoken in their states - and precisely their states 
are models of the modern state, whose integration arises ... from the 
spirit and unity of a common political consciousness.265 

264 . 
As Alter notes: "The very moment the German cultural nation (Kultumation], stirred by the wars of liberation against 

Napoleon, set out to become a political nation, the great literary master Goethe had nothing but disparaging things to 
~ about the organisation of the world into nations and nation-states", cf. Alter, Peter, Nationalism, p. 22 . 

. Lesson, G. [ed.], Hegels Schriften zur Politik und Rechtsphilosophie, (Leipzig: 1913}, pp.24-25; as cited by Shlomo 
Avtneri in "Hegel and Nationalism", in Jon Stewart (ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.113. 
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In other words, the identification of Hegel's modern state exclusively 

with the modern nation-state - if we mean thereby a single ethno-culturally 

and linguistically homogenous nation coinciding with the political state - can 

not be sustained in the light of this evidence: the above mentioned empires 

qua "models of the modern state" contain a plurality of ethnic, cultural, and 

linguistic nations. 

Hegel frequently employs Volk in this respect as a) descriptive of a 

people who do not, however, constitute einen Staat, and b) descriptive of the 

latter, that is, in the sense of a politically organised and governed community -

ein Staatsorganismus or Staatsk6rper. For instance, in his Rechtsphilosophie 

he speaks of "das Volk von Gro/3britannien" [the people of Great Britain] -

which constitute a state [Staa~ proper, i.e. which qualifies as "[ein] Volk als 

Staar - as well as of "das Volk von England, Schottland, Irland", but also 

"Venedig, Genoa, Ceylon u.s.f."; but these peoples [V6/kerj, according to 

Hegel, are no longer to be regarded as states [Staaten] due to lack of political 

organisation (as outlined above: e.g. lack of sovereign, government, 

institutions, law courts, sovereignty, etc.); Hegel here employs the term Volk 

to signify people in the sense of a mass or collection of people, whether they 

constitute a state or not; alternatively, he employs it in describing Great Britain 

[which includes Ireland, Scotland, England and Wales] as a Volk in the sense 

of ein Volk als Staat, whereas the other V6lker mentioned above do not 

constitute a Volk in this sense, but something else: a stateless people and an 

unorganic mass. Their political constitution is Anarchie. It is in this sense that 

Hegel asserted - in his Constitution of Germany - that "Deutsch/and ist kein 
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Staal mehr" -the German people [das Deutsche Volk] no longer constitute a 

Volk als Staal, i.e. an organised - organic - totality or Staatsorganismus qua 

autonomous political entity. And to signify a Volk ohne Staatsbildung, Hegel 

also uses the term Nation. Nor is Germany any longer a Reich, since the Holy 

Roman Empire of the German Nation "ist in souversne Staaten 

auseinandergefallen" [my italics; Hegel thus regards the actually existing 

German states of his day as sovereign states]. Hegel thus describes the 

German empire in its nullity as a conception without existence in fact. Thus, 

Deutsch/and is no longer "ein vereinigtes Staatsganze", but rather "eine 

Menge unabhangiger und dem Wesen nach souversner Staaten". And Hegel 

clearly thinks that the fall of the Reich had many positive consequences: 

Die Lehnsverbindungen sind aufgehoben, die Prinzipien der Freiheit 
des Eigentums und der Person sind zu Grundprinzipien gemacht 
worden. Jeder Burger hat Zutritt zu Staatsamtern ... [VPG, Werke XII, 
535]. 

A state [ein Staa~. from Hegel's philosophical perspective, certainly 

presupposes a people [Volk] with beliefs and institutions shaped by its [Volks] 

Geist. We might say, in Aristotelian terms, that the state constitutes the form 

imposed on the matter of the Volk, not externally, but as the result of its own 

development vis-a-vis its self-consciousness of freedom. The state, as the 

embodiment of the Idea, formulates and manifests the spirit of a people -

Volksgeist [Hegel's preferred term] or Nationalgeist- i.e. what is essentially 

shared by and common [allgemein] to a Volk ["laws and spiritual customs1 

and realised in the activity of both the people as a whole and its individual 

members. 
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A Volk, however, does not automatically constitute a Staat [which 

means that Hegel does not employ these two terms synonymously]: 

In its initial stage, a nation [Volk] is not a state, and the transition of a 
family [Familie], tribe [Horde], kinship group [Stamm], mass [of 
people], etc. to the condition of a state constitutes the formal 
realisation of the Idea in general within it. If the nation, as ethical 
substance - and this is what it is in itself- does not have this form, it 
lacks the objectivity of possessing a universal and universally valid 
existence [Dasein] for itself and others in [the shape of] laws as 
determinations of thought, and is therefore not recognised; since its 
independence has no objective legality or firmly established rationality 
for itself, it is merely formal and does not amount to sovereignty [PR 
§349]. 

A Volk qua "ethical substancen [sittliche Substanz - "and this is what it is in 

itself] - even if constituting a social group, speaking a common language, 

having common territory and name, with common social usages and religious 

beliefs etc.- does not constitute a state unless it achieves the transition 

[Oberpang] from e.g. family, clan, tribe, mass of people, Nation or Volk- via 

civil society [die bilrperfiche Gesel/schaft] - to the condition of actual 

statehood [Staatlichkei~, that is to say, unless it achieves the "formal 

realisation of the Idea in general within it". Hegel thus distinguishes between 

Volk and Staat 

Ein Volk hangt durch Sprache, Sitten und Gewohnheit und Bildung 
zusammen. Dieser Zusammenhang aber formiert noch keinen Staat 
[NHS, Werke IV, 24]. 

Without political organisation, according to Hegel, it lacks "the 

objectivity of possessing a universal and universally valid existence for itself 

and others in the shape of laws and determinations of thought". It is therefore 

not recognised since its "independence [Selbstiindigkem has no objective 

legality or firmly established rationality for itself, it is merely formal and does 

not amount to sovereignty". Hegel thus points out that any (patriarchal) 
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condition lacking this objective, rational form [i.e. a Staatsform] - nation 

[NationNolk], family, tribe, clan, etc. - is not ordinarily regarded as ein Staat, 

nor is its independence generally equated with sovereignty: 

Even in the context of ordinary ideas [Vorstellung], we do not describe 
a patriarchal condition as a constitution, nor do we describe a people 
living in this condition as a state, or its independence as sovereignty 
[PR §349]. 

A people [Volk] is said to be sovereign only when it constitutes an 

independent state, recognised by other independent and sovereign states, to 

whom it is externally related. VolkssouverSniUit, Hegel asserts, "kann in dem 

Sinn gesagt werden, daB ein Volk uberhaupt nach auBen ein Selbstandiges 

sei und einen eigenen Staat ausmache wie das Volk van GroBbritannien ... 

[PR §279; which is, of course, constituted by four different nations [in the 

sense of natio]: England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland]. 

A Volk als Staat, then - as Geist "in its substantial rationality and 

immediate actuality" and hence as "absolute power on earth" - constitutes a 

completely autonomous totality [selbsUindige Tota/its~ in itself [PR §331]. Das 

Volk als Staat 

is the spirit in its substantial rationality and immediate actuality, and is 
therefore the absolute power on earth; each state is consequently a 
sovereign and independent entity in relation ot others. The state has a 
primary and absolute entitlement to be a sovereign and independent 
power in the eyes of others, i.e. to be recognised by them. At the 
same time, however, this entitlement is purely formal, and the 
requirement that the state should be recognised simply because it is a 
state is abstract. Whether the state does in fact have being in and for 
itself depends on its content - on its constitution and [present] 
condition; and recognition, which implies that the two [i.e. form and 
content] are identical, also depends on the perception and will of the 
other state [PR §331]. 

Or, as Hegel puts it elsewhere, the individuality - as 'exclusive Being-for-itself 

- of a state emerges in relation to, and is determined by, other independent, 

individual states. 
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Die lndividualitat, als ausschlieBendes Fur-sich-sein, erscheint als 
Verhaltnis zu anderen Staaten, deren jeder selbstandig gegen die 
anderen ist. lndem in dieser Selbstandigkeit das Fur-sich-sein des 
wirklichen Geistes sein Dasein hat, ist sie die erste Freiheit und die 
hochste Ehre eines Volkes [NHS, Werke IV, §14, p.222]. 

In other words, the political freedom of a people [eines Volkes] is equated 

with Eigenstaatlichkeit and Selbstregierong : 

die politische Freiheit eines Volkes besteht darin, einen eigenen Staat 
auszumachen und, was als allgemeiner Nationalwille gilt, entweder 
durch das ganze Volk selbst zu entscheiden, oder durch solche, die 
dem Volk angehoren und die es, indem jeder andere Burger mit ihnen 
gleiche Rechte hat, als die Seinigen anerkennen kann [NHS, Werke 
IV, §14, p.222]. 

While Hegel, in his Lectures on the Philosophy of History, argues that small 

states are not "truly independent" [nicht wahrhaft selbstandig] in this political 

sense, since their existence and peace [Ruhe] are guaranteed by larger, 

more powerful states (small states don't have to endure "die Feuerprobe des 

Krieges"), this does not mean that the philosopher believed only large states 

matter or count in modernity. On the contrary, Hegel is opposed to the 

swallowing up of the independent and sovereign German states - including 

his native W0rttemberg - in a 'greater Germany' [cf. PR §322]. His above 

statement is merely an assertion of fact: a small state is unable to defend 

itself against the greater military might and manpower of another, larger state. 

The latter can thus be said to guarantee the smaller states existence. Or, the 

smaller state itself has powerful allies, which, in turn, guarantee its political 

autonomy and hence its very existence. 

Moreover, while Hegel emphasised that each state [Staa~ by 

definition must be an individual state, which stands in opposition to other such 

individual totalities, in his Rechtsphilosophie, he stresses that 
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without relations [Vemilltnis] with other states, the state can no more 
be an actual individual [lndividuum] than an individual [der Einzelne] 
can be an actual person without a relationship [Relation] with other 
persons (see §322) [PR §331]. 

No one state [or, for that matter, no individual] actually exists in total isolation 

or absolute independence, unrelated to any other state. Its political 

independence is ultimately only formal and relative. For instance, in the case 

of small states, independence is generally guaranteed by larger neighbouring 

states, i.e. it does not amount to an absolute position of autonomy. 

States in the modern worfd seek independence of one another, and 
this is their honour [Ehre]. This obstinate tendency toward an absolute 
position of autonomy they have in common with the Greek city-states 
[poleis] ... But despite all the difference between the individual 
states ... there also obtains a unity among them, and therefore we 
should view even political independence as a merely formal 
principle ... [PH 140]. 

I believe it is less misleading - in terms of Hegel's misleading 

association with German nationalism - to render Staat in Hegel's usage 

(whether in the sense of der politische Staat, das Volk als Staat, or der 

modeme Staat) as constitutional state, rather than nation state, since the 

latter implies a) an identification of the nation and the state [an identification 

which, according to Rosenzweig, is nowhere implied [:'nirgends angelegf] in 

Hegel's "philosophischen Staatsbildes"]; and b) on the basis that the German 

equivalent terms for nation-state - Nationalstaat or Volksstaat, Staatsnation, 

Volksnation - to the best of my knowledge - do not appear in Hegel's 

writings at all [the 'back-translation' does not fit the picture]. Nor does the term 

Kulturstaat. It seems that the identification of Hegel's Staat with the nation 

state or nationalist state rests on his expressions der politische Staat, der 

modeme Staat, and das Volk als Staat. Whether or not these can be 
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identified or said to be identical with (or descriptive equivalents of) the modern 

nation-state is, as we have seen, disputable. 

Of course, a nation-state can also be a constitutional state, so that 

these two descriptions are not mutually exclusive. However, given Hegel's 

general attitude towards contemporary calls for the unification of all the 

German states into a greater Germany, i.e. towards the establishment of a 

German nation-state or deutschen Nationalstaat [cf. PR §322] qua deutscher 

Einheitsstaat, it is very unlikely that his expression Volk als Staat can be 

applied to the English nation - in other words, he speaks of e.g. "das Volk 

von GroBbrittanien" as constituting a Staat, but Volk here signifies an 

amalgam of four different nations in the ethno-cultural, linguistic and territorial 

sense [i.e. Scotland, Ireland, England and Wales]. Or he may speak of "das 

preussische Volk" as Staat, and hence only to a section of the German nation 

in an ethno-cultural, linguistic and territorial sense. What matters to Hegel, 

then, is not that the state be based on a nation in the above sense, but rather 

its political constitution. The latter depends on the spirit of a people and its 

self-consciousness in relation to the concept of freedom (of which the state is 

the actualisation): 

Der Staat ist nur die Freiheit in der Welt, in der Wirklichkeit. Es kommt 
hier wesentlich auf den Beg riff der Freiheit an, den ein Volk in seinem 
Selbstbewusstsein tragt; denn im Staat wird der Freiheitsbegriff 
realisiert, und zu dieser Realisierung geh0rt wesentlich das 
BewuBtsein der an sich seienden Freiheit. VOiker, die nicht wissen, 
dass der Mensch an und fur sich frei sei, leben in der Verdumpfung 
sowohl in Ansehung ihrer Verfassung als ihrer Religion. [VPR /, Werke 
XVI, vol. I] 

Moreover, Hegel maintains that 

In our day the tie between members of a state in respect of manners, 
education, language, may be rather loose or even non-existent. 
Identity in these mattes, once the foundation of a people's union, is 
now to be reckoned amongst the accidents whose character does not 
hinder a mass from constituting a public authority ... Thus dissimilarity in 
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culture and manners is a necessary product as well as a necessary 
condition of the stability of modem states [FS, Werke I, pp.477-8].266 

In other words, in modem times, identity with the state on the part of its 

members does not rest on cultural or linguistic homogeneity, nor on political 

homogeneity [in the sense that every citizen has to tow the same political 

line]267
, but rather heterogeneity. The modem state, it seems, can do without 

identity in terms of language, manners, culture, customs, and even religion. It 

is therefore a pluralist society that is at once the necessary condition and 

product of the stability of modem states. All the unity the modem state 

requires is a common political consciousness (or 'spirit'), i.e. "commitment to 

and involvement in specifically political forms of consciousness and action". 266 

266 
As cited by Shlomo Avinerl, "Hook's Hegel", in Kaufmann, Walter (ed.], Hegel's Political Philosophy, p. 74. 

267 
To elucidate this point In a contemporary context, not every citizen has to share the same political point of view, i.e. 

n~t everyone is forced to vote e.g. Labour. In other words, the citizen is free to have his or her own political point of 
view. Of course, all citizens share a common political consciousness, insofar as they agree to abide by the laws of the 
~te (provided they are rational and do not negate freedom) and recognise its institutions. 

Mccamey, Joseph, Hegel on History, p.154; Hegel seems to suggest that the unifying factor for citizens of the 
modem state is a common 'political consciousness' rather than culture, language, and manners (common cultural 
consciousness). This seems to Imply that a Volk, which "hangt durch Sprache, Sitten und Gewohnheit und Blldung 
zusammen", somehow overcomes these determinations in its transition to statehood, and people adopt a shared 
'political consciousness' Instead. This makes possible ethnic diversity as well as a diversity of cultural, artistic and 
linguistic practices within the modem state, since these are no longer necessary factors in the creation of a common 
(spiritual) consciousness enabling collective action; indeed, this diversity ls regarded as a "necessary condition and 
Product of the stability of modem state". In modernity, citizens are self-aware In new ways. What really matters, it 
seems, is a people's 'spiritual self-awareness', its "laws and spiritual customs". However, If this is the case, it remains 
u~clear what Hegel means by 'spiritual customs' If not common cultural and artistic practices; yet, he advocates 
dissimilarity in culture, manners, language, etc. Moreover, the modem state Is also a (politically organised) ethical 
community (an organic community in the ethical sense), whose members thus share a common ethical life (qua "rational 
8VStem of social Institutions• (PR §§144, 1451). The notion of 'dissimilarlty' remains unclear, since the idea of 
homogeneity is implicit when we speak of 'common interests', 'common values', 'shared ethical life', 'common political 
consciousness', etc. 
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269 

c) State-Deification? 

Hegel has often been accused of state-deification [ Staatsvergottung; 

whether in the sense of Prussian-state or nation-state deification] - i.e. of 

being "the founder of the kind of state-worship, which culminated in Hitler". 269 

Given his language, this is perhaps not surprising. The state, according to 

Hegel, "is the absolute power on earth" [PR §268]; it is an "absolute end", and 

individuals should place it above their own private interests: "[The state has) 

the highest right in relation to individuals, whose highest duty is to be 

members of the state" [PR §258]. The Staat is "the march of God in the world" 

[PR §258; Addition) and ought to be venerated as a "secular deity". 

However, Hegel does not thereby mean that the state is everything 

and the individual nothing, and that the individual and his freedom are to be 

sacrificed to the ends of the state. For instance, Hegel explicitly maintains that 

the modern state must recognise and respect the individual's right to direct 

his own life, and provide for this right in the form of its institutions or political 

arrangements [cf. PR §185R; §206R]. Amongst these Hegel regards the 

following as necessary means to and guarantees of freedom: division of the 

functions of government (a la Montesquieu; PR §277); freedom of property; 

freedom of the press; equality of citizens before the law; freedom of worship; 

careers open to talent; conscientious objection to military service [PR §270]; 

etc. 

When Hegel speaks of the modern state he refers to the principle of 

subjective freedom and particularity, which such a Staat incorporates. He 

repeatedly emphasises what that principle entails: 

Magee, Bryan, The Story of Philosophy, p. 163. 
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Whatever is to achieve recognition today no longer achieves it by 
force, and only to a small extent through habit and custom, but mainly 
through insight and reasoned argument [PR §316A]. 

The principle of the modern world requires that whatever is to be 
recognised by everyone must be seen by everyone as entitled to such 
recognition [PR §317 A]. 

The right of the subject's particularity to find satisfaction, or - to put it 
differently- the right of subjective freedom, is the pivotal and focal 
point in the difference between antiquity and the modem age [PR 
§124]. 

As far as Hegel is concerned, the "enormous strength" of the modern 

state [des modemen Staates] thus lies in the fact that its "substantive unity" 

rests on the principle of "subjectivity" and "personal peculiarity" [as expressed 

in the institution of civil society]. A state is "well constituted", or organised, and 

"internally powerful", only when "the private interest of its citizens is one with 

the common interest of the state; when the one finds its gratification in the 

other" [PH 24], and not if the private interests of individuals are sacrificed to 

the ends of the state or vice-versa. In short, the state needs and makes 

possible the private satisfaction of the individual of civil society and, at the 

same time, counters "the self-destructive excesses of self-seeking 

particularity in the light of principles of universal validity".270 

The state constitutes the substantial basis and collective end of 

individual human beings, who are citizens of it "by nature" [PR §75A] - i.e. by 

birth [everybody is born within a particular state, and this is not a matter of 

choice]. According to Hegel, it is only through being a member of the state 

that the individual himself has "objectivity, truth and ethical life". In a merely 

natural condition [Naturzustandj - which Hegel regards "predominantly that of 

injustice and violence, of untamed natural impulse, of inhuman deeds and 
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feelings" - this is not the case. While limitation is thus "certainly produced" by 

the state, in Hegel's view this is a limitation on "the mere brute emotions and 

rude instincts", i.e. a necessary limitation vis-a-vis human freedom. It is not, 

therefore, the case that man in the state of nature is truly free [for "law and 

morality are indispensably requisite" to the "ideal of freedom"], but rather that 

he is enslaved by nature, i.e. not conscious of himself as a rational and free 

human being. For this reason, it is man's "rational destiny to live within a 

state", so that "even if no state is yet present, reason requires that one be 

established". It is only within a Staat that the individual "has and enjoys his 

freedom". 

A practical example to illustrate this point is given by Hegel in his 

Rechtsphilosophie: everyone enjoys the freedom to walk the streets at night 

without fear of being robbed or set upon by others. This freedom is 

guaranteed and maintained only by the state and its laws. In a natural 

condition, nothing would stop an individual from simply 'doing as he pleased', 

even if that meant bashing another individual over the head and taking his 

possessions. But, as far as Hegel is concerned, it is only "the uncivilized 

[ungebildet - here also in the sense of unformed, not yet actual] human being" 

who "lets everything be dictated to him by brute force and by natural 

condition" [PR §107 Add. (Hotho)]. As members of a well-constituted state, 

individuals are less likely to act arbitrarily in the above way, owing to the 

objectivity, morality and ethical life instilled in them qua members of the state, 

a disposition that has been internalised and become habitual as their "second 

nature" [zweite Natu;J- the "life of the state in the individual" - as the •general 

sense of order which everyone possesses" [PR §269A] and on which the 

27° Forbes, Duncan, Introduction to H.B. Nisbet's translation of Hegel's Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, p. 
llXVI. 
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state is based [it does not, therefore, rest on Gewalt [force]: " ... obgleich der 

Staat auch durch Gewalt entstehen kann, so beruht er doch nicht auf ihr"; 

Enc. Ill, §432, p.221]. In other words, it is only in the state that the individual 

can be free. In this sense, man "owes everything to the state•. Yet, it must be 

kept in mind that, as far as Hegel is concerned, "spiritual life is higher than the 

state·, so that the absolute right [Rech~ of the Weltgeist stands above that of 

individual states and - in and through the process of world-history - is their 

ultimate judge or arbiter. 

In his Lectures on the Philosophy of World-History, Hegel states that 

"the best state is that in which the greatest degree of freedom prevails"[LPWH 

119], which again indicates that the state is not a police state, a totalitarian 

state, or a despotic state. Indeed, freedom, he wrote earlier, "findet Qberhaupt 

da statt, wo das Gesetz, nicht die Willkur eines Einzelnen herrscht" [NHS, 

Werke IV, §6, p.234), which clearly makes Hegel an opponent of absolutism, 

despotism and dictatorship. 

Eine despotische Regierung hat zwar die hOchste Gewalt, aber in 
einer solchen Verfassung werden die Rechte der Burger aufgeopfert. 
Der Despot hat zwar die hOchste Gewalt und kann die Krafte seines 
Reichs nach Willkur gebrauchen, aber dieser Standpunkt ist auch der 
gefahrlichste [NHS, Werke IV, "Rechtslehre", §28, p.250). 

Thus, Hegel clearly rejects "bloBe Herrschergewalt und Willkur" [PR §302, 

p.471) and supports civil or citizen rights, which the state must acknowledge, 

provide for and guarantee. There can be no alienation of personality in 

Hegel's modern state - i.e. "slavery, serfdom, disqualification from owning 

property, restrictions on freedom of ownership, etc." [PR §66]. As Richard 

Bellamy argues: 
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The government must leave to the freedom of the citizens whatever is 
not necessary for its appointed function of organising and maintaining 
authority. This is true regardless of utility, because the freedom of the 
citizen is inherently sacrosanct.271 

Civil freedom - or individual freedom from state-interference - is guaranteed in 

the modern state, as is political freedom in general, i.e. the freedom to 

participate in the state [VPR 140-141], since both kinds of freedom are 

necessary to the health of the state. 

The modern political state conceived by Hegel is the modern 

constitutional state or Rechtsstaat, a state grounded in the universality of 

right, i.e. it is founded on a universal and rational law that safeguards the 

interests of every individual whatever the contingencies of his natural and 

social status. 272 

Der Staat ist die Gesellschaft von Menschen unter rechtlichen 
Verhaltnissen, worin sie nicht wegen eines besonderen 
Naturverhaltnisses noch naturlicher Neigungen und Gefuhlen, 
sondern als Personen fureinander gelten und diese PersOnlichkeit 
eines jeden mittelbar behauptet wird [NHS, Werke IV, §24, p.246]. 

Despotism, absolutism, and dictatorship, by definition, do not 

constitute a Rechtsstaat- i.e. a political state in the Hegelian sense - since 

the will of the despot or dictator - i.e. of one man - is arbitrary with respect to 

right. As Aristotle said, referring to the Athenian po/is of his time: "we do not 

permit a man to rule, but the law" [Nichomachean Ethics, 5-6.5]. 

Im Staate sind der Geist des Volkes, die Sitte, das Gesetz das 
Herrschende. Da wird der Mensch als vernunftiges Wesen, als frei, 
als Person anerkannt und behandelt; und der Einzelne seinerseits 
macht sich dieser Anerkennung dadurch wurdig, daB er, mit 
Oberwindung der Naturlichkeit seines SelbsbewuBtseins, einem 
Allgemeinen, dem an und fur sich seienden Willen, dem Gesetze 
gehorcht, also gegeneinander sich auf eine allgOltige Weise benimmt, 
sie als das anerkennt, wofur er selber gelten will, - als frei, als Person 
[Enc.Ill, Werke X, §432, pp.221-222]. 

271 
Bellamy, Richard, in Stem, Robert [ed.], G. WF. Hegel: Critical Assessments, vol. II, p.338. 

272 
Cf. Marcuse, Herbert, Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory, p.180f. 
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d) Polizeistaat? 

To the general accusation that Hegel conceived of the state as an 

absolutist or despotic or totalitarian state, we can add his alleged vision of a 

'police state' qua intrusive authority limiting the private sphere of individuals. 

Hegel employs the term 'police' [Po/ize,]-which derives from the 

Greek 1rol1r&1a[politeia;constitution; cf. VPR 17111, 259; 266/ IV, 587] in a 

much broader sense than applies today, defining it as "the state, in so far as it 

relates [sich bezieh~ to civil society" [VPR 19 187]; '"Police is here the most 

suitable name", Hegel argues, "even though in ordinary use it has a more 

limited significance" [VPRVI, 587]. Die Polizei in this sense includes all the 

functions of the state, which support and regulate the activities of civil society 

[bOrgerliche Gesellschaft]. Its responsibilities include, for example, public 

works (highways, waterways, harbours; [VPR IV, 595]), economic regulatory 

agencies, and also what we today would call the welfare system. However, as 

Allen Wood points out: 

In 1820 ... this broad meaning of Polizei was not in the least technical 
or idiosyncratic. The word in German originally had the broad meaning 
Hegel gives it, and in the Prussian General Legal Code of 1794, 
Polizei includes building regulation, fire protection, public health, and 
relief for the poor. As a consequence, the term Polizeistaat was used 
by Fichte with no derogatory connotations whatever (also occasionally 
by Hegel with positive connotations). (For Germans of Hegel's day, 
the meaning of Polizeistaat was perhaps closer to our term 'welfare 
state' than to our term 'police state'.) Only later in the nineteenth 
century was the meaning of Polizei limited to the maintenance of 
peace and order, 'law enforcement' in a narrower sense. [PR, Notes, 
p.450). 
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It is interesting to note that Hegel appears to have regarded Fichte's 

state as a Polizeistaat in a sense similar to that we are familiar with today - i.e. 

in the sense of an intrusive authority, prying into the private affairs of the 

citizens. Thus, he rejects Fichte's view that the police should have a right to 

know at all times who each person on the public street is, and what business 

he is about [GNR 298/378]: 

Fichte's whole state is police ... The police should know of each citizen 
what he is doing every moment, where he is, but of course his inner 
life is not to be inspected. If someone buys a knife, the police [die 
Polize1] have to know why, and then follow him around to prevent his 
stabbing someone to death. A traveller is immediately suspicious, and 
it is not enough to legitimate him that he have a pass or a mere 
identity card, the pass has to be his portrait [VPR IV, 617]. 

It thus becomes apparent that Hegel's state is not a 'Polizeistaaf in today's 

negative sense of the term. Indeed, as his sarcastic remarks about Fichte 

demonstrate, he would be opposed to such a conception of the state. 
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ro PART II 03 

Providence, World-History, 
and the World-Historical Individual 

Wie der Zwist der Liebenden sind die Dissonanzen der Welt. 
VersOhnung ist mitten im Streit und alles Getrennte findet sich wieder. 

- HOlderlin, Hyperion -

Hegel's references to providence [Vorsehung] and world-history 

[Weltgeschichte] - understood as the providentially (i.e. rationally) determined 

process (the progress in the consciousness of freedom) exhibited in worldly 

events - as well as his comments on world- historical individuals, peoples, 

and events are frequently cited as examples of the philosopher's attempt to 

justify the historical process per se and, with it, sanctify the power of the state 

[Staatsmach~. and excuse immoral acts - acts of barbarism, oppression, etc. 

- when undertaken on behalf of the nation or state, world-historical individuals 

or peoples [V6/kerj, resulting in a chain of misunderstandings and 

misinterpretations, which have lent themselves to the image of Hegel qua 

German Nationalist, and especially Hegel qua totalitarian and National 

Socialist. 

Hegel's association with the latter was compounded by Hitler's well

known belief that he was guided by providence and, therefore, exempt from 

the ordinary moral and ethical norms. In his Hitler: A Study in Tyranny, Alan 

Bullock quotes the well-known passage about the "trampling down• of 

"innocent flowers" from Hegel's Philosophy of History, as a means of leading 
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into an analysis of Hitler's belief in Vorsehung [which he identified with 

Schicksa~. 

Hegel's meaning and use of these controversial terms must now be 

elucidated. Did he employ providence in the same sense that Hitler would 

later? Does he really excuse immoral deeds done by world-historical 

individuals on the basis that they were 'chosen by God'? 
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1. Providence 

Miranda: How came we ashore? 
Prospero: By providence divine. 

- William Shakespeare, The Tempest -

Providence [Vorsehung] -which is today largely regarded as an old

fashioned religious term - derives from the Greek terrnJrpovoia [pronoia] and 

the Latin providentia, and generally denotes a) foresight, timely care; thrift; b) 

beneficent care of God or nature; or simply c) God (i.e. identity with the will of 

God, or God's plan, etc.)273
• In Christian religious discourse, providence 274 is 

descriptive of the divine plan - i.e. the plan of providence - according to which 

everything is said to be ordered or governed. It is in this governmental sense, 

for example, that Brutus speaks of providence in Shakespeare's Julius 

Caesar: 

Arming myself with patience 
To stay the providence of some high powers 
That govern us below. 
[V.i. 105-107] 

It is interesting to note that the language usually employed to describe the 

function - or activity - of providence is largely derived from the vocabulary of 

politics and law: government, order, rule, decree (hence the expression 'to be 

ruled by decree of Providence'), power, plan, judgement275
, etc. A 

relationship to the idea of right [Recht] - namely the higher right of God, as 

273 
Cf. The Oxford Illustrated Dictionary (1965), p.661. 

274 
Some Christian theologians, as Emil L. Fackenheim points out, may prefer the terms "grace• [Anmut], "redemption" 

[Er16sung) or "revelation• [Offenbarung] rather than "providence• to refer to this "dMne govemmenr of the wor1d; See 
"On the Actuality of the Rational, and the Rationality of the Actual", in J.Stewart [Ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, 
~-45. 
75 

Theobald Wolfe Tone, for instance, referred to the "judgements of Providence" in his Address to the people of 
Ireland in 1796: • ... if the judgements of Providence be slow, they are certain". Indeed, Wolfe Tone also refers to the 
French Revolution as providentially determined: "I do not look upon the French Revolution as a question subject to the 
ordinary calculations of politics; It is a thing which is to be ... "; as cited in Cronin, Sean, Irish Nationalism: A History of its 
Roots and Ideology, Appendix 1 B, pp. 308-309. 
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absolute sovereign, whose judgements are final - is therefore implicit in that of 

Vorsehung, as is the notion of God's higher might or power [Machij. 

Christianity - which Hegel's religion refers to [qua "religion of freedom"] -

affirms that "God's providence governs the world, and the world is the place 

where His Providence may be recognized".276 As Hegel points out in his 

Lectures on the Philosophy of World History. 

It is one of the central doctrines of Christianity that providence has 
ruled and continues to rule the world, and that everything which 
happens in the world is determined by and commensurate with the 
divine government [mit der gOttlichen Regierung]. This doctrine is 
opposed both to the idea of chance and that of limited ends (such as 
the preservation of the Jewish people [das jOdische Volk]). Its end is 
the ultimate and absolute universal end, which exists in and for itself 
[LPWH41]. 

In general, Hegel seems to share the view of Christian theologians that the 

evolution of human life is guided for a purpose by God. "There is", as Hamlet 

says, "a divinity that shapes our ends". Hegel- a Lutheran [Cf. VGP, Werke 

XVIII, vol. I, 73) - thus endorsed the "religious truth" that "the world is not 

abandoned to chance and external contingent causes", but that" a 

Providence controls it", i.e. that "a Providence (that of God)277 presides over 

the events of the world" [PH 13]. To be more precise, world history [die 

Weltgeschichte] is "governed by divine Providence" [der gOttlichen 

Vorsehung; Enc. Ill, §377, 11], and what is generally called the "plan of 

Providence" [Plan der Vorsehung], according to Hegel, is the "providentially 

[i.e. rationally) determined process" exhibited in history [Geschichte] - the 

process whereby Geist "assumes the shape of events and of immediate 

276 
Fackenheim, Emil L., op.cit., Ibid. 

277 
According to Hegel, "Gott ist, nach den Momenten seines Wesens, 1. absolut hei/ig, lnsofem er das schlechthin in 

sich allgemeine Wesen ist. Er ist 2. absolute Macht, insofem er das Allgemelne verwirklicht und das Einzelne Im 
Allgemeinen erhalt, oder ewiger SchOpfer des Universums. Er ist 3. Weisheit, lnsofem seine Macht nur heilige Macht 
ist, 4. Gate, insofem er das Einzelne in seiner Wirklichkelt gewahren laBt, und 5. Gerechtigkeit, lnsofem er es zum 
Allgemeinen ewig zurOckfOhrt"; Cf. G.W.F. Hegel, NHS, Werke, "Religionslehre tor die Mittel- und Oberklasse" (1811-
1813), p.275. 
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natural actuality" [PR §346]. The providential plan - or plan of providence -

constitutes the "determinate aspect of providence", i.e. "the specific actions it 

performs" [LPWH 35]. It follows, therefore, that a determinate knowledge is 

possible of and appropriate to it. However, Christian theologians differ in 

terms of their distinctions between worldly events that are said to manifest 

God's providence and those that do not. Hegel concurs with the general view 

that not all worldly events are guided by providence, or manifest a divine 

presence. For him, only world-historical events do so. The question is, which 

events can be deemed world-historical, and therefore as exhibiting divine 

presence or providential determination, and which cannot? Worldly events 

manifesting God (i.e. providentially determined world-historical events) are 

regarded by Hegel as "the actual" - and, therefore, "the rational" [Cf. Preface 

to the Philosophy of Right "what is rational [vemilnftig] is actual [wirl<lich], and 

what is actual is rational"] - while worldly events not manifesting God are the 

"merely existing"; they simply are, but their mere existence does not make 

them actual and rational. In the same sense, for example, an existing law is, 

but its mere existence or sheer Dasein [being-there] does not automatically 

guarantee its actuality and rationality- it may be irrational and wrong. World

historical events are those manifesting God, that is to say, they are those 

worldly events that contribute to the progress of Absolute Spirit's self

realisation as mapped in that of civilisation and human development towards 

freedom, which Hegel identifies as the absolute end and aim of history. Hegel 

does not, therefore, believe 

that everything that exists is rational and thus beyond reproach simply 
by virtue of its existence:" for who is not acute enough to see a great 
deal in his own surroundings which is really far from being as it ought 
to be"? Clearly, Hegel recognises that there are injustices, atrocities 
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and crimes that exist and for which there can be no justification, 
rational or otherwise.278 

What is actual [wirklich] and rational [vemOnftig] must therefore be 

separated from what merely exists- like bad states (or bad laws), which have 

existence, but no actuality/rationality. Actuality, then, signifies the becoming 

[das Werden] of Absolute Spirit, which is rational in and for itself, and as such 

manifests itself in world-historical events, peoples, individuals and states. 

To have faith in providence, for Hegel, means to recognise "the 

objective presence of reason in our actual world of experience ", rather than 

that of a controlling intelligence above and/or beyond it.279 Providence -the 

"rationality of the spirit [Geis~ in its worldly existence" - is ipso facto manifest 

in the real world and can be recognised there by us. It exhibits its existence in 

history, Hegel's understanding of which H.S. Harris defines as 

the story of our gradual arrival at the clear consciousness of how the 
dialectical identity of the actual and the rational should be conceived 
and articulated. For this is the comprehension, the conceptual grasp 
of our freedom.280 

It is in this sense, then, that the history of the world is not merely the image, 

but the enactment of reason qua "dialectical identity of the actual and the 

rational", and its end the realised substance [verwirklichte Substanz] through 

the freedom of each individual and people. 

It is important to realise that providence differs from the (ancient) idea 

of fate [Lt. fatum; Ger.Schicksa~ - understood as blind power [blinde Macht, 

Gr. tyche; also: Moira, the Fates; Lt. fortuna], i.e. as "Einwirkung auf das 

278 
Hanis, H.S., "The End of History In Hegel", In J. Stewart (ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.225. 

279 
Ibid. 

280 
Ibid., p.226. 
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Leben des Menschen die auBerhalb seiner Verfugungsgewalt liegt"281 [Cf. 

LPWH 41). In modernity, the term was largely, if not exclusively, avoided by 

philosophers - Kant, for example, wanted to scrap it from the philosopher's 

vocabulary altogether.282 Those who did not avoid it- e.g. Herder, Fichte, and 

Hegel - reinterpreted its meaning, so that Schicksal experienced "im 

Deutschen Idealism us eine Verlagerung ins lnnere des Menschen ... und wird 

zu einem geschichtsphilosophischen Begriff'.283 Hegel defines fate (or 

destiny, Schicksaf) in this modem sense as an "evolution of oneself' [Enc. I, 

§147A], which is, consequently, one's own responsibility.284 In short, "der 

Mensch ist Herr seines Schicksals [master of his fate] und seiner 

Bestimmung [determination; destinyr [JS, Werke II, p.555)- man makes 

himself what he is, and it is only if he remains unaware - or unconscious - of 

the relationship between his self-conscious action and its successes [positive 

results or outcomes], that he will regard himself in the hands of fate or 

external necessity. As Hegel says: "der unerkannte Zusammenhang des 

selbstbewuBten Handelns und seiner Erfolge ist als Schicksal oder 

Notwendigkeit". However, "der durch Vernunftsprinzipien bestimmte 

Zusammenhang des Handelns und der Erfolge, das zweckmaBige Werden 

[purposeful becoming) und der Schicksale der Einzelnen ist die Vorsehung. 

Der Glaube and dieselbe ist ein moralischer Glaube: Belief in providence -

"a moral belier- is not, therefore, to be confused with fatalism - the simple 

resignation to the operations of some blind power or external force. However, 

as Michael lnwood has pointed out, "to the extent that fate serves an 

281 
Peter Prechtl & Franz Peter Burkard [eds.), Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, p. 524. 

282 
Ibid. 

283 
Ibid. 

284 
Consider also Napoleon's remarks to Goethe: What do we want with fate now? Politics is our fate.• 

As Terry Pinkard points out: "Hegel in fact liked that particular line so much, that he later cited It as a classic Napoleonic 
line In his lectures in Berlin on the philosophy of world-history"; Cf. Hegel: A Biography, p.231, 245. 
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ascertainable purpose, it becomes providence".285 Based on the assumption 

that history has a purpose, Hegel argues that what happens to human beings 

on the large scale - in der Weltgeschichte - is "directed by the providence of 

the world-spirit [Weltgeis~ rather than blind fate"286
• Indeed, "[dal!>] der 

Geschichte ein Zweck zugrunde liegt", Hegel argued, " ... enthalt der Glaube 

an die Vorsehung". In other words, the belief that history has a purpose and 

the belief in providence imply each other. On the other hand, if we assume 

that history is purposeless and meaningless287, this belief necessarily gives 

way to a belief in blind fate or power, and external necessity - i.e. Schicksal. 

In his Rechtsphilosophie and, again, in his Lectures on the Philosophy 

of World History, Hegel refers to the "common belief in Providence· - i.e. the 

common 'moral belief or faith - pointing out that 

pious persons are encouraged to recognise in particular 
circumstances something more than mere chance; to acknowledge 
the guiding hand of God; e.g., when help as unexpectedly came to an 
individual in great perplexity and need [LPWH 13] 

However, he adds that 

these instances of providential design are of a limited kind, and 
concern the accomplishment of nothing more than the desire of the 
individual in question. But in the history of the world, the Individuals we 
have to do with are Peoples; totalities that are States. We cannot, 
therefore, be satisfied with what we may call this "peddling• view of 
Providence to which the belief alluded to limits itself. Equally 
unsatisfactory is the merely abstract, undefined belief in Providence, 
when that belief is not brought to bear upon the details of the process 
which it conducts. On the contrary, our earnest endeavour must be 
directed to the recognition of the ways of Providence, the means it 
uses, and the historical phenomena in which it manifests itself; and we 
must show their connection with the general principle above 
mentioned [LPWH 13-14]. 

285 
lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p.103. 

286 
Ibid. 

287 
As does H.A.L. Fisher, for instance: 

Men wiser and more learned then I have discerned in history a plot, a rhythm, a predetermined pattern. These 
harmonies are concealed from me. I can see only one emergency following upon another as wave follows 
upon wave, only one great fact with respect to which, since it is unique, there can be no generalisation ... 

Preface to History of Europe (1936); as cited in Thompson, David, Europe since Napoleon, p.16. 
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It simply makes no sense, Hegel argues, to believe in providence on the 

small scale, while denying its appearance on the large scale, that is, in world 

history. Indeed, it would be superficial and one-sided to think of providence 

as pertaining only to the former, since the whole truth remains elusive: we are 

left to wonder why things happen in the world in the way they have happened 

and continue to happen. 

On Hegel's view, then, world history is controlled by "divine 

Providence" [Cf. Enc. Ill, §377; p.11], which is essentially rational. World 

history is shaped by Providence, and Providence is Reason. As such, it can 

be known - we can "solve the enigmas of Providence", or we might say, the 

'ways of God with man'. Indeed, Hegel is critical of the prevalent dogma that 

denies this: 

In direct contravention of what is commanded in holy Scripture as the 
highest duty - that we should not merely love, but know God - the 
prevalent dogma involves the denial of what is there said; that it is the 
spirit [der Geis~ that leads into truth, knows all things, penetrates even 
into the deep things of the Godhead. While the Divine Being is thus 
placed beyond our knowledge, and outside the limit of all human 
things, we have the convenient license of wandering as far as we list, 
in the direction of our own fancies. We are freed from the obligation to 
refer our knowledge to the Divine and True [PH 14]. 

We are further reminded that 

God does not wish to have narrow-minded and empty-headed 
children. On the contrary, he demands that we should know him; he 
wishes his children to be poor in spirit but rich in knowledge of him, 
and to set the highest value on acquiring knowledge of God [LPWH 
42]. 

As it says in Proverbs [4:7]: "Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore 

get wisdom; and with all thy getting get understanding". 

History, then - or more precisely world history- is thus conceived by 

Hegel as the unfolding of God's rational nature in a particular, determinate 

element, which can be known by us. 
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In order to clarify Hegel's sense of providence (and, indeed, its 

knowability) further, it becomes necessary to refer to his concept of God 

[Gott], which departs somewhat from the orthodox Christian Gottesbegriff. For 

God - or Absolute Spirit f'the spiritual principle we call God", LPWH 40]

according to Hegel, is not to be understood as some transcendent or 

personal being, but rather as "Creative Spirit" [sch6pfender Geis~ - God as 

Spirit [Geis~ and Creator [Sch6pfefj288
- or 'spiritual principle', which is 

essentially its own activity and development, i.e. the absolute is inherent in its 

particular moments and their articulation. 'Absolute' thus signifies the relation 

between these moments and their articulation: 

The very essence of Spirit is activity; it realises its potentiality - makes 
itself its own deed, its own work - and thus becomes an object to itself; 
contemplates itself as an objective existence ... Spirit is essentially the 
result of its own activity; its activity is the transcending of immediate, 
simple, unreflected existence - the negation of that existence; and the 
returning into itself [PH 78]. 

Consequently, what God - as Absolute Spirit - creates, He is. As Hegel says: 

"God is manifestation of his own selr, so that "true actuality"-which is rational 

- is identical with God, i.e. Geist. God is spirit (Absolute Spirit), but he also 

desires to manifest Himself and to know Himself. It is part of His essence to 

become actually what He is potentially, to become real - actual and concrete 

- in particular material things, in individual persons and in the process of 

change and history. God - as living Spirit- is present [gegenwSrtig] and 

active in the real world [indeed, Spirit is "an essential now", PH 79]; he acts 

and is conscious of himself only through humans - He is not alien to human 

beings, but rather recognises Himself in and through them [Cf. NHS §18]. He 

embodies and develops himself first in nature, then in the progressive stages 

288 
Cf. Hegel, G.W.F., "Ober den Begriff Gottes", §8, in NHS Werke IV, p.281 :"Das Gott Geist und Sch0pfer 1st, macht 

seinen Grundbegriff aus". 
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of human consciousness and civilization, yet - as absolute substance from 

which everything proceeds and into which everything returns [God as Alpha 

and Omega] - he does not "step outside of his unity with himself [PhR 369]. 

Human history and culture are God's 'working out' [Ausarbeitung] of his self

realisation or self-consciousness in the world. Hegel speaks of God qua 

Absolute Spirit in relation to historical reality [geschichtliche Wirklichkei~ in 

which the gradual self-realisation of reason [Vemunft] takes place. 

Gott ist der absolute Geist, d.h. er ist das reine Wesen, das sich zum 
Gegenstande macht, aber darin nur sich selbst anschaut oder in 
seinem Anderswerden schlechthin in sich selbst zur0ckkehrt und sich 
selbst gleich ist [NHS, Werke IV, 76]. 

However, in his Lectures on World History, Hegel emphasises that the 

universal spirit or world spirit [Weltgeis~ is not identical with God or Absolute 

Spirit: 

The universal spirit or world spirit is not the same thing as God. It is 
the rationality of the spirit in its worldly existence. Its movement is 
such that it makes itself what it is, i.e. what its concept [Begriffj is. This 
movement is rational, and in accord with the divine spirit. God is the 
spirit in its community; he lives and really exists in it. The world spirit is 
the system of this process whereby the spirit produces for itself the 
true concept of its own nature [LPWH, 212-13; my italics]. 

Thus, divine providence [g6ttliche Vorsehung] refers to God's 

rationality as manifest in worldly events. It is "wisdom, endowed with an 

infinite power, which realises its aims, the absolute rational design of the 

world". Reason - the "substance of the universe, that by which and in which 

all reality has its being and subsistence"[PH 9] - is "thought conditioning itself 

with perfect freedom" [LPWH, 213]. It follows that 

the history of the world is none other than the progress of the 
consciousness of freedom ... The destiny of the spiritual world, 
and ... the final cause of the world at large, we claim to be Spirit's 
consciousness of its own freedom, and ipso facto, the reality of that 
freedom ... This is the only aim that sees itself realized; the only pole of 
repose amid the ceaseless change of events and conditions, and the 
sole efficient principle that pervades them. This final aim is God's 
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purpose with the world; but God is the absolutely perfect Being, and 
can, therefore, will nothing but himself [PhR I, 19-20]. 

God is spirit [Geis~ and freedom [Freihei~ - "spirit is self-contained existencen 

[PH 17]. This, according to Hegel, is precisely what freedom is - "for if I am 

dependent, my being is referred to something which I am not; I cannot exist 

independently of something external. I am free, on the contrary, when my 

existence depends on myself [Ibid.]. And this self-contained existence is self

consciousness (i.e. consciousness of one's own being), which involves an 

understanding concerning its own nature as well as "an energy enabling it to 

realise itself', that is to say, to "make itself actually that which it is potentially" 

[PH 17-18]. What freedom is essentially, according to Hegel, is "to be 

displayed as coming to a consciousness of itself and thereby realising its 

existence. Itself is its own object of attainment, and the sole aim of Spirit" [PH 

19]. 

God -Absolute Spirit qua Reason - "governs the world", according to 

Hegel, and "the actual working of his government - the carrying out of his plan 

- is the history of the world [die Weltgeschichte]"[PH 36] which, in turn, is 

"nothing but the development of the Idea of Freedom" [PH 456], the "sole aim 

of Spirit". Hegel's concept of world-history as governed by providence qua 

reason is, therefore, fundamentally teleological: history is purposeful activity 

directed toward a final end or goal - the absolute consciousness of freedom. 

Indeed, he asserts 

das der Geschichte, und zwar wesentlich der Weltgeschichte ein 
Endzweck an und fur sich zum Grunde liege und derselbe wirklich in 
ihr realisiert worden sei und werde - der Plan der Vorsehung -, daB 
uberhaupt Vemunft in der Geschichte sei, muB sich selbst 
philosophisch und damit als an und fur sich notwendig angemacht 
werden ... [Enc. /II, §549; 347-348]. 

A philosophy of history, according to Hegel, is chiefly concerned with 

"the spirit of the events themselves, the moving spirit within them". Hegel 
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wants to understand why things happened - and continue to happen - in the 

way they did - and do - happen; in the words of Heraclitus, he wants to 

"understand the purpose which steers all things through all things" [Frag. 

41]289 and thus "solve the enigmas of Providence" [PH, Introduction, 21]: 

[E]ven regarding history as the slaughter-bench at which the 
happiness of peoples, the wisdom of states, and the virtue of 
individuals have been sacrificed - the question involuntarily arises - to 
what principle, to what final aim these enormous sacrifices have been 
offered [PH, Introduction, 21]. 

Of course, he says, it is always "easier to discover a deficiency in individuals, 

in states, and in Providence than to see their real import and value" [PH 36]. If 

we stop short at mere criticism - or get stuck, we might say, in the negative 

moment - nothing will be solved: the 'big Why?' [das groBe Warum] returns 

until reason is satisfied with an adequate response. To focus exclusively on 

the negative aspects of world-history, therefore, amounts to superficial and 

one-sided thinking. 

Hegel presents his philosophy of history as a theodicy, arguing that 

"the history of the world, with all the changing scenes which its annals 

present, is the process of development and the realisation of spirir, and that 

"this is the true Theodicaea; the justification of God in History". Indeed, it is 

"only this insight [that] can reconcile Spirit [Geisij with the history of the world 

[Weltgeschichte]- that what has happened, is happening every day, is not 

only not "without God", but essentially His work" [PH 457]. This view, 

however, raises two particular problems, namely that of a) evil and b) free will. 

In other words, why does an all-good or absolutely positive God - as he is 

traditionally conceived in [orthodox] Christian thought - permit evil in the first 

place? How can we justify, "was Gott vor unseren Augen Dinge geschehen 

289 
Cf. Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet - Romeo asserts: "He that hath the steerage of my course/direct my sail". 
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lal?>t [allows to happen], wie wir sie taglich geschehen sehen" [JS, Werke 11, 

555]? And how can human beings be said to be free, if God governs or 

directs events? 

Philosophy, according to Hegel, "bemuht sich ... das Obel zu 

rechtfertigen und die Freiheit des Menschen mit der gOttlichen Gerechtigkeit 

zu vereinigen" [NHS, Werke IV, 275). The philosopher's "intellectual strivings" 

aim at 

realising the conviction that what was intended by eternal wisdom, is 
actually accomplished in the domain of existent, active Spirit, as well 
as in that of mere Nature. Our mode of treating the subject is, in this 
aspect, a Theodicaea - a justification of the ways of God - which 
Leibniz attempted metaphysically, in his method, i.e., in indefinite 
abstract categories - so that the ill that is found in the world may be 
comprehended and the thinking spirit reconciled with the fact of the 
existence of evil [PH 15; my underlining). 

This philosophical reconciliation - which is by no means a consolation290 
-

according to Hegel, 

can only be achieved through a knowledge of the affirmative side of 
history, in which the negative is reduced to a subordinate position and 
transcended altogether. In other words, we must first of all know what 
the ultimate design of the world really is, and secondly, we must see 
that this design has been realised and that evil has not been able to 
maintain a position of equality beside it. 

If we hold fast to the view that history is meaningless, it becomes impossible 

to account adequately for the fact of evil in the world, which, on Hegel's view, 

we encounter in its most "concrete image" in world history. We are left with a 

totally negative understanding of history, without giving due consideration to 

its affirmative side, its positive aspects - the actual positive achievements of 

reason in the world. 

According to Hegel: "Philosophy ... is not consolation; it Is more; it reconciles and transfigures reality, which appears 
to be unjust, into the rational, shows it as something which is founded in the Idea itself and with which reason Is to be 
satisfied" [LPWH 67]. 
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291 

As Hegel indicates, Leibniz- in his Essais de theodicee (1710)- had 

already tried (but ultimately failed, he thought) to account for the phenomenon 

of evil by means of "abstract metaphysical categories" based on a theodicy 

[Gr. theos = God; dike = justice] - which is generally defined as 

a defence of the justice or goodness of God in the face of doubts or 
objections arising from the phenomenon of evil in the world.291 

Leibniz had argued that each evil permitted by God is necessary for some 

greater good (or, at least, to avoid some alternative to it that might be as bad, 

if not worse). While it is unlikely that human beings - owing to their limited 

cognitive capacities - can ever fully comprehend all the details of the greater 

good for which evils are necessary, we can understand how some evils 

contribute to achieving goods. 

Christian theologians generally attempt to account for the problem of 

evil - the 'mystery of evil' - by distinguishing between various kinds of evil: a) 

non-moral or physical evil [Lt. ma/um physicum]- e.g. disease, volcanic 

eruptions, etc.; b) moral evil [Lt. ma/um morale], which is caused by the 

immoral acts of human beings, who are free to make moral decisions, since 

they have the power to chose between good and evil; in other words, free will 

makes evil possible, but does not necessitate it; and c) metaphysical evil [Lt. 

ma/um metaphysicum] - e.g. evil as the lack or absence of good. Leibniz, 

following these distinctions, sought to demonstrate that these evils are not 

really evils: physical evil [das physische Obe~ can be justified in terms of its 

function: it can be useful, e.g. in preserving the individual, or, in the form of 

punishment, may serve as improvement [Bessenmg]; moral evil [das 

moralische Obe~. or sin [Sande], can be justified in terms of its effects: it can 

be the cause of good. Moral evil, for Leibniz. is a consequence of human 

The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, Audi, Robert [ed.}, p. 794. 
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freedom and the reason for the Christian redemption of mankind. 

Metaphysical evil [das metaphysische Obe~ consists in creaturehood as 

such: everything created is imperfect or it would be - like its creator - divine 

and perfect. 

For Hegel, however, reason dictates that the concept of God 

[Absolute Spirit - the "spiritual principle we call God" [LPWH 40]] as the 

absolutely [in the sense of exclusively] positive or absolutely good itself is 

inadequate, for it does not account for the origin and appearance of the 

negative or evil, which, on Hegel's view, it contains within itself and brings to 

birth out of itself (this is the mystery the Christian fails to comprehend). As 

Hegel points out, with reference to the Christian Creation Myth as told in 

Genesis: 

if we presuppose that, at the creation of the world, God is the 
absolutely positive, it is impossible to recognise the negative within 
this positive, no matter which way we turn; for to assume that evil was 
permitted by God is to assume on his part a passive relationship 
which is unsatisfactory and meaningless. In the representational 
thought [Vorstellung] of religious myth, the origin of evil is not 
comprehended; that is, there is no recognition of the one in the other, 
but only a representation of succession and co-existence whereby the 
negative comes to the positive from outside. But this cannot satisfy 
thought, which demands a reason [Grund] and a necessity and seeks 
to apprehend the negative as itself rooted in the positive [PR § 139A]. 

This understanding - of "the negative as itself rooted in the positive" - is 

inherent also in the concept [Begriffj of freedom, i.e. free will. An individual 

can choose between good and evil, which necessarily implies that the 

concept contains both possibilities or alternatives. It is in this sense that man 

is "like God" [Cf. Gen. 3:22] in his "knowledge of good and evil". However, 

if it were now to be argued that, since evil is inherent in the concept 
and necessary, man would not be responsible if he committed it, it 
must be replied that the decision is man's own act, the product of his 
own freedom and responsibility ... It is thus in the nature of evil that 
man may will it, but need not necessarily do so [PR § 139 A]. 

193 



Evil is, therefore, said to be necessary, not in the sense that one can do no 

other, but in that it is necessarily implied in the concept of free will. Free will 

does not necessitate evil actions, since the individual can choose between 

doing good [das Gute], which Hegel generally defines as "das der Vernunft 

entsprechende" [NHS Werke IV, §39), and evil [das BOselObe~. the 

"concrete image" of which we encounter "in its most developed forms" in der 

Weltgeschichte. 

If we consider the mass of individual happenings, history appears as 
an altar on which individuals and entire nations [VO/ke,j are 
immolated; we see all that is noblest and finest destroyed. No real 
gain appears to have been made, and only this or that ephemeral 
work lingers on, already bearing the mark of decay on its brow and 
soon to be supplanted by another as ephemeral as itself [LPWH, Add. 
to p.32, p. 212). 

History appears to us consequently as the superficial play of accident, 

meaningless chance, blind fate, without rhyme and, indeed, reason. 

However, this is not the whole story, according to Hegel, and to subscribe 

exclusively to this negative understanding represents a one-sided and 

superficial attitude. 

To see only the bad side in everything and to overlook all the positive 
and valuable qualities is a sign of extreme superficiality. 

In fact, as Hegel explains in his Lectures on the Philosophy of World History. 

Reason ... rejects the category of the purely negative and assumes 
that this negative element, this universal activity of mankind, has 
produced a lasting achievement, and that our present reality is the 
result of the whole of human history. The finite and momentary ends 
are moments within a universal end; the perishable contains and 
imperishable element which these ends have helped to create. This 
affirmative element exists not merely in memories of the past, but is 
itself a product which belongs to reality, or rather a product to which 
we ourselves belong [LPWH, Add. to p.43, p. 212]. 

This has nothing to do with optimism on Hegel's part, but simply represents 

the whole truth concerning human history: it contains both positive and 

valuable qualities and values, as well as negative and destructive ones. An 
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optimist would see only the good aspects, the pessimist only the bad. Hegel, 

however, endeavours to see both sides and seeks to determine their 

relationship. He was, in fact, a consistent opponent of one-sided thinking, 

because it simply does not accord with the concept of truth as 'the whole' -

the 'union of union and non-union'. As the French philosopher Montaigne 

wrote in the sixteenth century: 

Our life is composed, like the harmony of the world, of discords as well 
as of different tones, sweet and harsh, sharp and flat, soft and loud. If 
a musician liked only some of them, what could he sing? He has got 
to know how to use all of them and blend them together. So too must 
we with good and ill, which are of one substance with our life.292 

Or, as Montaigne's contemporary, William Shakespeare, states in As You 

Like It 

Sweet are the uses of adversity, 
which, like the toad, ugly and venomous, 
Wears yet a precious jewel in its head. 

292 . 
Montaigne, Michel de, The Complete Essays, trans. MA Screech (London: Penguin, 1991), 111.13.1237. 
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2. World-History 

Better for us, perhaps, it might appear, 
Were there all harmony, all virtue here; 
That never air or ocean felt the wind; 

That never passions discomposed the mind. 
But All subsists by elemental strife; 

And Passions are the elements of Life. 

- Alexander Pope, Essay on Man -

Hegel's Geschichtsphilosophie is based on the idea "daB die Vemunft 

die Geschichte beherrscht" and, consequently,"daB es also auch in der 

Weltgeschichte vemOnftig zugegangen ist" [PH 9]. In fact, he argues, world 

history is "the image and enactment of reason", the "rich product of creative 

reason" [LPWH 42], as well as the story of human freedom. It is one of the 

"particular forms in which reason reveals itself, a reflection of the archetype in 

a particular element", that is, "in the life of nations" [V6/ker], and states 

[Staaten]. For, as Hegel tells us, in world history we have to do with 

"individuals that are peoples [V6/ker], totalities that are states", i.e. with V6/ker 

als Staaten. The state - qua "the spiritual principle, the people, insofar as ... it 

is internally articulated, an organic whole" [LPWH 96] - is therefore "the more 

narrowly determined object of world-history in general" [LPWH 97]. Indeed, 

man kOnnte vielmehr fragen, ob eigentlich ein Volk eine Geschichte 
gehabt habe, das nicht ein selbstandiger Staat, sondem nur ein Teil 
eines Volkes war, ob ein Volk in der Tat nicht dann erst eine 
Geschichte erhalt, wenn es ein Staat wird [NHS, Werke IV, 586]. 
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According to Hegel, world history presents us with a rational process -

a process that is providentially determined (vemOnftig, in Hegel's vocabulary, 

means both 'intelligible' and 'as it ought to be'). In fact, everything that exists 

is the outcome of a rational process. Understanding of reality - including 

historical reality - thus always involves understanding a process of change -

becoming [Werden]-which is "always intelligible, never merely arbitrary".293 In 

other words, there is rhyme and reason to be discerned in history. 

According to Magee, "every complex situation contains within itself 

conflicting elements, and these are destabilising. No such situation can 

therefore continue indefinitely. The conflicts have to work themselves out, 

until they achieve resolution, and this will then constitute a new situation that 

contains new conflicts". 294 This is the rationale of change - the logic of 

becoming - or, as Hegel terms it, the 'dialectical process' - the dialectic is, 

therefore, "das Prinzip aller Bewegung, alles Lebens und aller Betatigung in 

der Wirklichkeit" [EL §79]. In other words, 'reality is change'. And change, we 

are told, 

while it means dissolution, involves at the same time the rise of a new 
life - while death is the issue of life, life is also the issue of 
death ... Spirit consuming the envelope of its existence - does not 
merely pass into another envelope . .it comes forth exalted, glorified, a 
purer spirit [PhG 73]. 

Having adopted this dialectical method of understanding the past -

which informs the present as its result (past and present are thus said to 

cohere in a "living unity")295 
- Hegel was able, as Gray notes, 

293 

294 
Magee, Bryan, The Story of Philosophy, p. 159. 

295 
Ibid. 

. Cf. PH 79: • ... philosophy, as occupying itself with the true, has to do with the eternally present. Nothing in the past 
18 lost for It, for the Idea ls ever present; Spirit is immortal; with It there is no past, no future, but an essential now. This 
necessarily Implies that the present form of Spirit comprehends within it all earlier steps". 
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to cope with the negative and disruptive powers of history-to affirm 
even wars as means to new principles of insight and understanding. 
For estrangement and alienation are an unavoidable part of the spirit's 
struggle to become actually what it is potentially. Without heartbreak 
and countless tragedies, the riches of present culture could not have 
been achieved, nor could individuals have become what they are.296 

As Hegel states in his Philosophy of History, providence realises its "absolute 

aim" as "the result of unhappiness, sorrow, private aims, and the unconscious 

will of the nations [V<5/kerj of the earth" [PH 355]. Consequently, the history of 

the world is not a "theatre of happiness", for conflict is part and parcel of 

Geist's struggle to attain absolute self-realisation and freedom. The Absolute 

Spirit - in its ceaseless activity (for Geist is what Geist does) - creates its own 

negation, that is to say, its own conflict-with-itself and, in this sense, destroys 

itself (it perpetrates this violence on itself); Geist contains its own "Keim des 

Verderbens" [PH 342].297 In other words, Geist- the substance of reality - is 

"at war with itself, so that "its expansion does not present the harmless 

tranquillity of mere growth, as does that of organic life, but a stem reluctant 

working against itself [PH 55]. But this violence [Gewa/~, which Geist 

perpetrates on and against itself in order to realise its "ideal being• [Ibid.] - the 

conflict between what is and what ought to be- may also be described, in the 

words of Goethe, as "eine heilsam schaffende Gewalr [Faust, Part I, 1379-

80]. As Hegel explained in his Phllnomenologie des Geistes: 

The life of spirit is not one that shuns death, and keeps clear of 
destruction; it endures its death and in death maintains its being. It 
only wins its truth when it finds itself in utter desolation. It is this mighty 
power, not by being a positive which turns away from the negative, as 
when we say of anything it is nothing or it is false, and, being, then 
done with it, pass off to something else; on the contrary, spirit is this 
power only by looking the negative in the face, and dwelling with it. 
This dwelling beside it is the magic power that converts the negative 
into being [PhG. trans. J.B. Baille (London, 1931), p.93]. 

296 
297 Gray, J.G. [ed.), G. WF. Hegel: On Art, Religion, Philosophy, p.15. 

In his History of Philosophy, Hegel speaks of the 'spirit of a nation' - Vo/ksgeist - arguing that It "exists as a genus, 
~nd consequently carries within It Its own negation .. ." [75). In other words, the Volksgeist does not die a natural death, 
hke an Individual, but "destroys Itself thought Its own agency" [Ibid). 
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So, Geist destroys itself and consumes its own existence. However, 

by destroying itself in this manner, it transforms its own existence into a new 

form, "and each successive phase becomes in its turn a material, working on 

which it exalts itself to a new graden. Geist may thus be compared to the 

legendary Phoenix, who, consumed by the flames, rises again out of its own 

ashes, in order to give birth to itself in a new, more exalted form in the present 

qua resolution of past alienations and, thus, as a [temporary] triumph over 

(understood as a temporary reconciliation of) historical contradictions. In 

history, this process is made concrete in and through the actual events of the 

world, the actions of actual peoples and individuals, for Geist "has the history 

of the world for its theatre, its possession, and the sphere of its realisationn 

[PH 54]. 

In his Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, Hegel describes 

world history further as the "content [lnham of God's government and the 

execution of his plann. And, since God is "essentially rational", Weltgeschichte 

is "the rational and necessary evolution of the world spirit [Weltgeis~n. It 

represents the evolution of Geist's self-consciousness [Selbstbewu/3tsein] of 

its own freedom and of "the consequent realisation of this freedom•, which, as 

the "end of the world spirit", is "realised in substance through the freedom of 

each individual" [LPWH 55]. And, according to Hegel, 

this development is by nature a gradual progression, a series of 
successive determinations of freedom which proceed from the 
concept of the material in question, i.e. the nature of freedom in its 
development toward self-consciousness [Ibid.]. 
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World history maps the dialectical evolution of the rationality of 

Absolute Spirit qua Weltgeist "zum Wissen seiner selbsr, the progress of the 

consciousness of freedom - its gradual self-determination and self-realisation. 

As Hegel asserts in his Philosophy of History. the "glory of the ldea"298 is 

mirrored and actualised in World-history [PH 457]. The aim of world-history 

(Weltgeschichte) is 

that spirit should attain knowledge of its own true nature, that it should 
objectivize this knowledge and transform it into a real world, and give 
itself an objective existence [LPWH 56; 74/48, 64]. 

It is therefore by means of its own labour [Aroei~ that Geist- in and 

through the thoughts and actions of human beings - gives birth to the real 

world, which is but its own true nature objectified; the history of the world -the 

sequence of its past events - is the concrete reflection of Geist's dialectical 

development towards rational self-realisation and absolute freedom, the end 

and aim of the world. The Absolute Spirit - understood as the logical 

necessity299 that embodies itself in the world as Objective Spirit, which 

manifests and develops itself in collective action as Recht, Moralitst and 

Sittlichkeit in order to achieve self-knowledge and freedom during the course 

of history - gives itself "actuality [Wirl<lichkei6 in the process of World-History" 

[PR §259]. Reason is thus said to embody itself in history. 

The history of spirit is its own deed; for spirit is only what it does, and 
its deed is to make itself - in this case as spirit - the object of its own 
consciousness, and to comprehend itself in its interpretation of itself to 
itself [PR §343]. 

298 . 
/dee signifies "der sich selbst begreiffende Begriff" pdentity of "God and the nature of the divine will" [LPWH 46). 

~e dialectical development of the Idea Is understood as the basic structure [ Grundstruktufl of all Being. 
Hegel seems to conceive of "necessity" in the Greek sense of ananke [ava~, which Aristotle defines as "that, 

Which cannot be otherwise" (Metaphysics V.5], a sense that includes iogical necessity". 
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300 

Hegel describes history [Geschichte] 300 in general as "the 

development of Spirit in Time, as Nature is the development of the Idea in 

Space" [PH 72]. It is the temporal manifestation of God's rationality [Vemunft] 

and actuality [Wirklichkei~. Geschichte is "die Gestaltung des Geistes in Form 

des Geschehens" [PR §346]. It presents us with "vast pictures of changes 

and transactions ... infinitely manifold forms of people, states, individuals, in 

unresting succession" [PH 72]. However, according to Hegel, all past events 

form a system - they are all part of an organic whole - i.e. an organised totality 

- governed by a single Idea or purpose. As such, their sequence is not 

accidental or contingent, but necessary, and therefore rational, since each is 

a stage in the development of Geist towards its final goal or purpose 

[Endzweck] - i.e. its "finding itself - coming to itself - and contemplating itself in 

concrete actuality" [PH 25], so that the final aim of history is "God's purpose 

with the world" [Ibid.]. It follows that the history of the world is not meaningless 

chance, but a rational - i.e. providentially determined - process - the progress 

of the consciousness of freedom. And, since the historical process is rational, 

as Michael lnwood points out, "the historical fate of a doctrine or a way of life" 

- or, indeed, of an entire nation [Volk/Nation]- "reflects the ultimate intellectual 

In his Hegel Dictionary, Michael lnwood defines the term: 
In German, there are two terms for the English "history": the Greek term historia [,urop1a], from historein 
[1urope11-f • "to Inquire", "explore" - entered the German language through Latin in the thirteenth century in the 
form of Historie. From the eighteenth century, however, the use and development of the term was repressed 
by that of Geschichte, but the noun Historil<er [historian] and the adjective historisch [historical; historic) were 
commonly employed. The original sense of Historie Is close to that of Erfahrung [experience], and Hegel 
tends to use it for Empirie, rather than for specifically historical experiences and events. He also speaks 
derogatively of Historismus [historicism] in theology, that is to say, the historical education about religious 
opinions and institutions at the expense of conceptual inquiry into religious truths. 

The term "Geschichte• • "story", "account", "affair", "tale", "business", "history"- is a native German 
word, deriving from geschehen [to be done, happen, occur] and thus originally "an event" or "sequence of 
events". But from the fifteenth century it was equated with Historie and used for a narrative or report. With the 
growth of historical research and awareness in the eighteenth century, it came to mean, especially in Herder, 
Geschichte as the systematic investigation of past events. Geschichte • not Historie • is Hegel's usual term 
for 'history', and his use of the word is influenced by its kinship with Geschick (cunning; ability; cleverness] 
and Schicksa/ [destiny; fate] and its similarity to Schicht payer, stratum). 

Hegel himself points out that · 
in our language, the word 'history' (Geschichte] combines both objective and subjective meanings, for it 
denotes the historia rerum gestarum as well as the res gestae themselves, the historical narratives and 
the actual happenings, deeds, and events -which, in the stricter sense, are quite distinct from one another 
[LPWH135]. 
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or ethical value"301 endorsed by Hegel: Die Weltgeschichte ist das We/tgericht 

[PR §340; Enc. Ill, §548]302
• In world history, then, a higher right comes into 

play, pertaining to the relations between "individuals that are peoples [Volkerl, 

totalities that are states [Staaten]" and the Weltgeist. Since these are 

independent of one another qua actual states, their relationship is an 

"external one, so that there must be a third factor above them to link them 

together. This third factor is in fact the spirit which gives itself actuality in world 

history and is the absolute judge of states" [PR §259]. One must not, 

therefore, 

confuse the principles which govern relations between states with the 
principle which governs their position within the history of the world. 
For in world history, the sole authority is the right of the absolute spirit, 
and the only relations which matter are those in which a higher 
spiritual principle asserts itself. But this is a right to which no state can 
appeal.303 

The Rechtsphilosophie, therefore, ends not with the state but with the 

higher right, the higher justice of world history [iustitia De,]. This does not 

mean, however, the justification of the historical process as such - and with it 

the deification of Staatsmacht- as is often argued. The criterion of judgement 

is decidedly not the "mere survival or success of the state", as Duncan 

Forbes rightly notes, but what is rational [vemOnftig] and actual [wirklich] in 

that process, i.e. the development of freedom. It is in this sense, then, that 

Weltgeschichte is a court [ein Gerich~ that delivers judgement, according to a 

law [Gesetz], which "is not the law of self-preservation and Machtpo/itik", but 

belongs to Recht (Weltgeschichte is thus a section of the 

301 
302 See Michael lnwood, A Hegel Dictionary (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p. 120. 
303 Hegel adopted this line from Friedrich Schiller's poem Redemption. 

See Duncan Forbes, Introduction to Hegel's Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, p.xxlx. 
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304 
Ibid. 

Rechtsphilosophie).304 Thus, when we speak of right in relation to the 

Weltgeist- which has the final word - we are no longer using this term in the 

same (limited) sense as the jurists. In world-history, a higher right comes into 

play. In other words, the sphere of absolute right is that of the Weltgeist, so 

that it is only the right of the world spirit which is the "unlimited absolute" [das 

uneingeschrankte Absolute; PR Introduction, §30]. States 'meet their doom' 

in this sphere, for it is here that their finitude as particular states is made 

manifest (man becomes conscious of this finitude and particularity above all 

by the fact of war). Thus, while states may typically claim they are the highest 

tribunal, subject to no higher available authority, Hegel clearly does not hold 

this point of view, since he conceives of a higher authority qua judge of 

states, namely world-history. "Spiritual life", Hegel maintains in his Lectures on 

the Philosophy of World History, "is higher than the state" [LPWH 299]. As 

Shakespeare asserts in King Henry VIII 3: "Heaven is above all yet; there sits 

a judgefrhat no king can corrupt". 

This does not mean, however, that world-history somehow exists 

above and beyond individuals, peoples and states, but rather constitutes their 

progressive and collective coming-to-consciousness of reason - the identity of 

the actual and the rational - and freedom - their self determination in 

accordance with that realisation. Indeed, world-history in its most profound 

sense is the story of human freedom and emancipation. 
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Moreover, world-history, Hegel claims, can not be judged by the 

standards of morality that hold in virtue of individuals, peoples and states and 

their ordinary social and political relations - "the march of world-history stands 

outside virtue, vice, and justice". As Hegel explains in his Rechtsphilosophie: 

Justice and virtue, wrongdoing, violence [Gewam, and vice, talents 
and their [expression in] deeds, the small passions and the great, guilt 
and innocence, the splendour of individual and national life 
[Volksleben], the independence, fortune, and misfortune of states and 
individuals [der Einzelnen] - all of these have their determinate 
significance and value in the sphere of conscious actuality, in which 
judgement and justice - albeit imperfect justice - are meted out to 
them. World history falls outside these points of view; in it, that 
necessary moment of the Idea of the world spirit, which constitutes its 
current stage attains its absolute right, and the nation [Volk] which 
lives at this point, and the deeds of that nation [Volk], achieve 
fulfilment, fortune, and fame [PR §345]. 

Hegel suggests that a people or nation [Volk or Nation, PR §347] is 

world-historical insofar as it can be identified as the "[bearer] of the present 

stage of the world-spirit's development", which makes it also "the dominant 

one in world history". Indeed, in comparison to this nation, Hegel argues, "the 

spirits of other nations are without rights, and they, like those whose epoch 

has passed, no longer count in world history" [PR §347]. Among the nations 

[VO/ker/Nationen] identified by Hegel as bearers of previous stages of the 

world spirit's development are the Greeks and the Jews, and world-history is 

divided into four world-historical realms [welthistorische Reiche], which 

broadly represent the actual advance of freedom in the world, as understood 

by Hegel: 

a) the Oriental Realm (das orientalische Reich]- here, only one 
individual is free [i.e. the ruler]; 

b) the Greek Realm [das griechische Reich], and 
c) the Roman Realm [das r(Jmische Reich] - here some individuals 

are free, while others are slaves; and 
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d) the Germanic Realm (das germanische Reich, not das deutsche 
Reich; cf. PR §354] - here all individuals are free based on the 
adoption of the 'Nordic principle', the 'Germanic principle' (the 
'Protestant principle') which is identified with that of modernity qua 
subjective freedom and peculiarity. This principle first emerged with 
the advent of Christianity and has, in the Germanic peoples, 
attained its fullest development, via the Protestant Reformation and 
the French Revolution. 

The latter are regarded as world-historical events for this reason. Hegel 

speaks of the French Revolution, for instance, repeatedly as a "world

historical turning poinr and as the event that brought "heaven down to earth• 

[PhG 543]. (Every year, on the 14 July, Hegel would commemorate the Fall of 

the Bastille with a bottle of red wine). Indeed, even Kant, the ageing 'sage of 

Konigsberg' postponed his regular afternoon walk when he heard the news, 

so that the citizens of the town - who could normally set their clocks according 

to his daily walkabout- knew that a world-shifting event was happening.305 

Goethe, too, spoke of some events as world-historical: referring e.g. to the 

retreating Prussians before the French revolutionary army at Valmy in 1792, 

he said: "Von hier und heute geht eine neue Epoche der Weltgeschichte 

aus ... • (my italics].308 

But what exactly makes a people (Volk or Nation) an event, or an 

individual world historical? We find the answer in Hegel's Lectures on the 

Philosophy of World History: a nation - and the same applies to events and 

individuals -

is only world historical in so far as its fundamental element and basic 
aim have embodied a universal principle; only then is its spirit capable 

Cf. the following article In the English Morning Post on July 21, 1789: 

An Englishman not filled with esteem and admiration at the sublime manner In which 
one of the most IMPORTANT REVOLUTIONS the wor1d has ever seen is now 
effecting, must be dead to every sense of virtue and of freedom; not one of my 
countrymen who has had the good fortune to witness the transactions of the last three days in this 
great city, but will testify that my language Is not hyperbolical. 

~ cited by Hobsbawm, Eric In The Age of Revolution, Cover Page. · 
According to the memoirs of a Major von Massenbach (1809) Goethe asserted "der 20. September 1792 hat der 

Welt eine andere Gestalt gegeben; es ist der wichtigste Tage des Jahrhunderts"; see Kramer, w. & Trenkler, G., 
Lexikon der popu/aren Jntamer, pp.108-109. 
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of producing an ethical and political organisation. If nations are 
impelled merely by desires, their deeds are lost without trace (as with 
all fanaticism), and no enduring achievement remains. Or the only 
traces they leave are ruin and destruction [LPWH 145]. 

Hegel's conception of world-historical peoples [Volker). as Walter Kaufmann 

points out, 

goes together with his belief in world-historical personalities. Both 
notions are justifiable to a point. Some peoples have had little effect 
on anybody outside themselves, while the Greeks and the Jews, for 
example, have affected the history of the world out of all proportion to 
their numbers. Similarly, Socrates and Caesar might well be called 
world-historical personalities. 307 

We shall now turn our attention to these 'great men' of history. 

Kaufmann, Walter, "The Hegel Myth and Its Method", In Stewart, Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.95. 
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3. The World-Historical Individual 

Let us now praise famous men 

- Ecclesiastes 44 -

Passion for fame; a passion which is the instinct of all great souls. 

- Edmund Burke, Speech 1774-

The heights by great men reached and kept 
Were not attained by sudden flight, 

But they, while their companions slept, 
Were toiling upward in the night. 

- H. W. Longfellow, The Ladder of Saint Augustine -

In the Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel asserts that, 

at the forefront of all actions, including world-historical actions, are 
individuals as the subjectivities by which the substantial is 
actualised ... Since these individuals are the living expression of the 
substantial deed of the world-spirit and are thus immediately identical 
with it, they cannot themselves perceive it and it is not their object 
[Objekt] and end ... They receive not honour or thanks on its account, 
either from their contemporaries or from the public opinion of 
subsequent generations; all that they are accorded by this opinion is 
undying fame [in their role] as formal subjectivities [PR §348]. 

According to Hegel, these "formal subjectivities", i.e. the individual 

bearers of the World-Spirit, are largely unconscious of their pursuance of its 

aims308
• Their own passions [Leidenschaften] - the main spring of their (and 

our) motives and actions, which, as self-conscious, self-reflective beings, they 

recognise as their own - are employed by the "cunning of reason• [List der 

Hegel similarly regards "states, nations and individuals" as ■unconscious instruments• of the world-spirit, while at the 
same time being freely engaged in their own pursuits: 

The states, nations [VO/ke,j, and indMduals involved in this business of the world-spirit emerge with their own 
particular and determinate principle, which has its interpretation and actuality in their constitution and 
throughout the whole extent of their condition. In their consciousness of this actuality and In their 
preoccupation with its interests, they are at the same time the unconscious instruments and organs of that 
inner activity in which the shapes which they themselves assume pass away, while the spirit in and for itself 
prepares and works its way towards the transition to its next and higher stage. [PR §344) 
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Vemunft], although the individual is unaware of it, through which the passions 

of world-historical individuals and the /dee combine in the material of history. 

The passions and the Idea are, Hegel says, "the warp and woof of the fabric 

of world history" [LPWH 71]", and the Ust der Vemunft is their mediator. 

However, Burkard - among others - concludes that Hegel regards the 

individual as a mere means, an instrument or tool [Werl(zeug] employed by 

Geist in its progress [Fortschritfj towards its ends.309 Thus, Hegel is frequently 

interpreted to support the notion that the 'end justifies the means'. 

"As a general rule", Hegel asserts, "individuals come under the category of 

means to an ulterior end" [PH 33]. However, the meaning of the terms 

'means' and 'end' must be elucidated at this point. Hegel clarifies his use of 

these in his Lectures on the Philosophy of World History as follows: 

When we speak of a means, we think of it primarily as something wholly 
external to the end and as having no part in the later. But in fact, even 
natural objects and the commonest inanimate materials, if used as means, 
must be suited to their end and have something in common with it. And the 
relationship of human beings to the end of reason is least of all that of a 
means in this purely external sense; for in fulfilling the end of reason, they 
not only simultaneously fulfil their own particular ends {whose content is 
quite different from that of the universal end), but also participate in the end 
of reason itself, and are therefore ends in their own right. They are ends in 
themselves not only in a formal sense, as are all living things {although their 
individual life is by its very nature subordinate to that of man and is rightly 
used by him as a means); individual human beings are also ends in 
themselves by virtue of the content of the end, which they serve. And under 
this heading we must include all that we would exempt from the category of 
means, namely morality, ethics, and religiosity. Man is an end in himself only 
by virtue of that divine principle within him which we have all along referred 
to as reason (or, in so far as it is internally active and self-determining, as 
freedom); and although we cannot discuss its further implications here, we 
may nevertheless assert that religiosity, ethics, etc., have their roots and 
source in this principle and are therefore essentially elevated above external 
necessity and chance. But it must be remembered that we are only 
concerned with these factors insofar as they exist within individuals, that is, 
in so far as they are subject to the discretion of individual freedom; from this 
point of view, the individuals themselves can be blamed for any decline, 
corruption, or loss of religious and moral values [LPWH 90]. 

Burkard, Franz Peter, In Prechtl, P. & Burkard, F.P. (eds.), Metzler Phi/osophie Lexikon, p.205. 
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Hegel, then does not regard the individual as a means to an end in the sense 

of some external force making use of him as if he were a mere marionette. 

Rather, the individual - propelled by his own passions [Leidenschaften]

freely pursues his own particular and subjective ends; these may, however (in 

the case of world historical individuals) be put in the service - through the 

cunning of reason [Ust der Vemunft] - of the Weltgeist and its general and 

objective end, i.e. the attainment and realisation of freedom in the world, 

although the individual remains unaware of this higher end and his role qua 

individual in furthering it by means of his own self-conscious action and its 

successes. Again, the higher end does not somehow exist apart from 

individuals, but can only be realised in and through them. 

Individuality is the province of deeds and actions; the end is always a 
personal one. The end which exists in and for itself is produced by the 
individuals, and it is they who are active. Their ends must also be 
particular ones, related to them as particular beings. The species 
contains the entire nature of the genus, and it is not opposed to the 
universal, no more than gold is opposed to metal. Only the substantial 
can be truly fulfilled as such; all that is negative and evil is ephemeral. 
The universal must always be realised through the particular. 
Particular things compete with one another; but they also destroy 
themselves [Add. to pp.72ff, LPWH 214] 

World historical individuals impose a subjective, personal form on what the 

Weltgeisteffects and thus "reap fame".310 That is to say, the content [lnhalt] or 

substance [Substanz] of their deeds is that of the Weltgeist qua "rationality of 

Cf. Kaufmann, Walter, "The Hegel Myth and Its Method", In J. Stewart [Ed.], The Haga/ Myths and Legends, p. 98: 

Hegel found that world historical individuals are always propelled by some passion ••. and that 
their motivation is rarely disinterested. The latter point he expressed in terms of the "cunning of reason•. The 
Individual may be motivated not only by profound insights, but also by "private Interests• and even "self
seeking designs". Alexander was passionately ambitious; but in the long run his private interests furthered 
Western civilization. The same consideration applies to Caesar. 
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the spirit in its worldly existence", but the particular form it takes is supplied by 

them. 

The particular aims of world-historical individuals, according to Hegel, 

involve those large issues which are the will of the World Spirit. They 
may be called heroes, in as much as they have derived their purposes 
and their vocation, not from the calm, regular course of things 
sanctioned by the existing order, but from a concealed font, from that 
inner Spirit, still hidden beneath the surface, which impinges on the 
outer world as a shell and brush it into pieces. (Such were Alexander, 
Caesar, and Napoleon). They were practical, political men, who had 
an insight into the requirements of the time - what was ripe for 
development. This was the very truth of their age, for their world ... It 
was theirs to know this nascent principle, the necessary directing 
sequent step in progress, which their world was to take; to make this 
their aim, and to expand their energy in promoting it. World-historical 
men - the heroes of an epoch - must therefore be recognised as its 
clear-sighted ones; their deeds, their words are the best of their time 
[PH31-2]. 

The 'Great Man in history' appears in times of transition [ Obergangsperioden] 

that is to say, when "the old ethical form of the nations" [die alte sittliche Form 

der V6/kefl is to be superseded by a new one [see D 345-46].311 And Hegel 

believed that his own time was precisely such a period of transition. As he 

stated in the PhSnomenologie: "Es ist Obrigens nicht schwer zu sehen, daB 

unsere Zeit eine Zeit der Geburt und des Obergangs zu einer neuen Periode 

ist" [PhG., Vorrede, 15). World-historical individuals, then, come to the fore 

when Geist struggles to give itself a new shape or form [Gestam. World

historical individuals may be described as "agents of the World Spirit" or "soul

leaders" [PH 31 ], who have "right. .. on their side, for they are the far-sighted 

ones: they have discerned what is true in their world and in their age, and 

have recognised the concept, the next universal to emerge" [LPWH 83]. As 

such, they cannot be subject to "the litany of private virtues·, that is to say, 

~1 . 
These transitional periods are usually characterised by war or revolution and general political and social upheaval. 

~ Hegel stated In his System der Sittlichkeit, war - Mars - Is a "Obert/Jufer". For this reason, many of the wor1d
istorlcal lndMduals Identified by him are Involved In military campaigns, 

Wars, and revolutions. 
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welthistorische lndividuen are not to be judged in terms of common moral or 

ethical codes. 

World history moves on a higher plane than that to which morality properly 
belongs, for the sphere of morality is that of private convictions, the 
conscience of individuals, and their own particular will and mode of action; 
and the latter have their value, imputation and reward or punishment within 
themselves. Whatever is required and accomplished by the ultimate end of 
the spirit, which exists in and for itself, and whatever providence does, 
transcends the obligations, liability, and responsibility which attach to 
individuality by virtue of its ethical existence. Those who, on ethical grounds 
(and hence with a noble intention) have resisted what the progress of the 
Idea of the spirit required, stand higher in moral worth than those whose 
crimes have been transformed by a higher order into the instruments of 
realising its will. .. the deeds of the great men who are the individuals of world 
history thus appear justified not only in their inner significance (of which the 
individuals in question are unconscious) but also in a secular sense. But 
from this latter point of view, no representations should be made against 
world historical deeds and those who perform them by moral circles to which 
such individuals do not belong. The litany of private virtues - modesty, 
humility, charity, liberality, etc. - must not be raised against themn 
[LPWH 141].312 

World-historical individuals - who have "made themselves the instruments of 

the substantial spirit" [LPWH 84] - should be exempt from being judged 

according to the ordinary canon of human conduct insofar as we consider 

them as world-historical protagonists. As such, they fall outside the domain of 

normal moral and ethical judgement. 

A brief example may preliminarily help to illustrate what Hegel has in 

mind: let us consider the twentieth-century civil-rights leader Martin Luther 

King as a world-historical personality, a 'soul leader', who was passionately 

dedicated to his ends, which he served with his "whole character, genius, and 

naturen [cf. LPWH 86], and whose actions had definite positive results insofar 

as they progressed the consciousness of freedom in the world - i.e. the idea 

Hegel distinguishes between Mora/itllt and Sitt/ichkeit as follows: 
Morality [MoralifllfJ is the reflected; but ethics [SittlichkeifJ is the interpenetration of the subjective and the 
objective ... Right and morality are only Ideal moments; their existence is only In ethical life. The actual morality 
Is only the morality of the whole In ethical life I VPR 17 /89). 

M~rality thus refers to the lndMdual's subjective life. Hegel seems to Identify morality with the standpoint of Kant's moral 
Phtlosophy (cf. PR §§105-108; PhG 596-598). 'Ethics' or 'ethical life' (Sittlichkeit) means something like 'customary 
ll'lorality'. Hegel employs this term to refer to both, a system of social institutions (PR §144) and to the moral attitude of 
the individual who Identifies with these Institutions and lives them (PR §§ 146-14 7). Sittlichkeit supposedly harmonises 
What is separated by Moralitllt. (PR §141; cf. PR§§142-157; PhG 347-357). 
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that all men are free, regardless of colour and race. In this context, it would be 

meaningless to assert that he was an immoral man because he happened to 

cheat on his wife, or to claim that he was acting solely out of lust for fame and 

personal glory. The only purpose served in emphasising and insisting on the 

latter point of view, then, is to lessen his significance qua world-historical 

individual by holding up his passions as weaknesses [LPWH 86), and to lend 

his actions "a subjective colouringn, thus presenting them in "an unfavourable 

light" [LPWH 87). Hegel refers to the 'psychological histories' popular during 

his time, which he opposes- e.g. those histories which condemn individuals 

like Alexander and Caesar on moral grounds qua 'passionate individuals'. As 

he states in the Philosophy of Right "This is the view of 'those psychological 

valets de chambre for whom there are no heroes, not because the latter are 

not heroes, but because the former are only valets de chambren [PR §124; cf. 

PhG 616). According to Hegel, 

This so-called psychological approach contrives to trace all actions to the 
heart and to interpret them subjectively, with the result that their authors 
appear to have done everything because of some greater or lesser passion 
or lust, and, on account of such passions and lusts, cannot have been moral 
men. Alexander of Macedon partly conquered Greece, and then Asia; 
therefore he was filled with a lust for conquest. He acted from a lust for fame 
and conquest, and the proof that these were his motives is that his actions 
brought him fame. What schoolmaster has not demonstrated of Alexander 
the Great or Julius Caesar that they were impelled by such passions and 
were therefore immoral characters? - from which it at once follows that the 
schoolmaster himself is a more admirable man than they were, because he 
does not have such passions (the proof being that he did not conquer Asia 
or vanquish Darius and Porus, but simply lives and lets live). These 
psychologists are particularly apt to dwell on the private idiosyncrasies of the 
great figures of history. Man must eat and drink; he has relationships with 
friends and acquaintances, and has feelings and momentary outbursts of 
emotion. The great men of history also had such idiosyncrasies; they ate and 
drank, and preferred this course to another and that wine to another (or to 
water) [LPWH 87]. 
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The Weltgeist, which embodies the Idea [/dee], the inherent rationality 

of Absolute Spirit, is carried forward by the passions of world-historical 

individuals, such as Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon 

Bonaparte313
, but also e.g. Pericles, whom Hegel regards as "the truest, 

noblest and most profoundly cultured of statesmen" [LPWH 14], Socrates and 

Jesus. These individuals are only dimly aware of their historic purpose, but, 

guided by the List der Vemunft, bring about a new epoch, which embodies a 

higher stage in the development of Geist toward absolute freedom and self

consciousness. A Socrates, an Alexander, a Caesar, a Jesus and a 

Napoleon, we might say, are supplied by the World-Spirit to satisfy its own 

demands - namely the progressive realisation of freedom in the world. 

The states, nations [VO/kefl, and individuals involved in this business 
of the world-spirit emerge with their own particular and determinate 
principle, which has its interpretation and actuality in their constitution 
and throughout the whole extent of their condition. In their 
consciousness of this actuality and in their preoccupation with its 
interests, they are at the same time the unconscious instruments and 
organs of that inner activity in which the shapes which they 
themselves assume pass away, while the spirit in and for itself 
prepares and works its way towards the transition to its next and 
higher stage. [PR §344] 

The aim of history is that Spirit attains self-knowledge and freedom by 

objectifying and realising itself in the world. World history maps the actual 

progress of the consciousness of freedom. World historical individuals pursue 

their own subjective and particular ends, but the cunning of reason employs 

these in order to realise the 'end of history' - human consciousness 

313 
But also e.g. Socrates and Pericles; other "great individuals" mentioned by Hegel include "Hannibal, Cato, Brutus•, 

cf. GPR, §78 Zusatz, p.351. 
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concerning the absolute identity of actuality and rationality - reason - and 

freedom. 

Great men, according to Hegel, are great "because they have willed 

and accomplished something great; not a mere fancy, a mere intention, but 

that which met the case and fell in with the needs of the age" [Ibid., p.31] - as 

Dante said: 

Che, seggendo in piuma, 
In famo non si vien, ne sotto coltre.314 

While Hegel endorses the dictum "in magnis voluisse sat esr - which, he 

asserts in his Rechtsphilosophie, "rightly signifies that we ought to will 

something great" - mere willing is not enough: 

[W]e must also be able to implement it, or else our willing is futile 
[nichtig]. The laurels of mere willing are dry leaves, which have never 
been green [PR §259]. 

The deed, then, is everything (to borrow the words of Nietzsche). What 

motivates individual action, as we have already noted, is passion 

[Leidenschaft]. The Idea and human passion are said to comprise "the warp 

and woof of the fabric of world history" [LPWH 71]. As Hegel explains: "The 

Idea as such is the reality: the passions are the arm with which it extends 

itself [sich erstreck~" [Ibid.]. In fact, "nothing great could ever have been 

accomplished without passion" [LPWH 86]. 

However, according to Hegel, individuals and peoples, while seeking 

their own ends and satisfying their own passions, are "at the same time the 

means and instruments of something higher and broader of which they know 

nothing, and which they unconsciously fulfil" [LPWH 74]. There seems to be a 

theoretical gap between "finite instruments or means" and "infinite ends", as 

"For fame Is not won by lying on a feather-bed, or a canopy"; Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy: Inferno, as cited 
In Dictionary of Quotations (New Lanark: Geddes & Gosset, 1994), p.47. 
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Mccamey notes. This gap is filled by the cunning of reason [Ust der 

Vemunft]. In other words, this concept "mediates between the dualistic 

opposition of means and ends".315 According to Hegel, 

it is not the universal Idea which involves itself in opposition, struggle 
and danger; it keeps itself in the background, untouched and 
unharmed ... This may be called the cunning of reason that it allows the 
passions to work for it, whereby that through which it gives itself 
existence pays the penalty and suffers the harm ... The Idea pays the 
tribute of existence and of the past not out of itself, but out of the 
passions of individuals [PH 33; cf. LPWH, Introduction, p. 89]. 

The cunning of reason is here presented to us as the mediator between 

human passions and the Idea. It answers the question as to how the 'warp 

and woof [der Zettel und der Einsch/ag] - the universal Idea and human 

passions - combine (or are reconciled)- in the historical fabric. 

In his Encyclopaedia Logic Hegel states that reason is "as cunning as 

it is mighty" and that "with regard to the world and its process, divine 

Providence behaves with absolute cunning". God, the Absolute Spirit, in other 

words, 

lets human beings, who have their particular passions and interests, 
do as they please, and what results is the accomplishment of his 
intentions which are something other than those whom he employs 
were directly concerned about [EL §264]. 

God allows - and "this is how we should read IS/Jt in this context", according to 

McCamey318 - human beings the freedom to pursue whatever interests and 

ends they wish, and does not manipulate them as a puppeteer would his 

marionettes, as unwitting instruments of his purposes. It is rather that the 

particular interests and ends freely pursued by individuals may be guided by 

the Ust der Vemunft to assist Geist to give itself a new shape [ Gestam and 

make that shape manifest in reality. The freedom of their own pursuit of 

315 

316 Mccamey, Joseph, Hegel on History, p. 124. 
Ibid. 
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particular interests and ends is not compromised in any sense, but is in fact 

necessary to the dialectical development of Geist. As Hegel states in his 

Rechtsphilosophie in relation to the state: "particular interests should certainly 

not be set aside, let alone suppressed; on the contrary, they should be 

harmonized with the universal so that both they themselves and the universal 

are preserved". It is not a case of either/or, but rather one of both/and. 

Applied to the 'warp and woof of history, the cunning of reason constitutes 

the means by which the ends and passions of world-historical individuals and 

peoples are preserved and remain 'themselves alone', while at the same time 

being harmonised with the universal Idea. The universal Idea itself, does not 

involve itself, we are told, 

in opposition, struggle and danger; it keeps itself in the background, 
untouched and unharmed ... This may be called the cunning of reason 
that it allows the passions to work for it, whereby that through which it 
gives itself existence pays the penalty and suffers the hardship ... The 
Idea pays the tribute of existence and of the past not out of itself, but 
out of the passions of individuals [VPG, Introduction, 105]. 

Propelled by their own passion and pursuing their own subjective and 

particular ends, world-historical individuals - like Pericles and Alexander, 

Caesar and Napoleon - are thus put in the service - through the cunning of 

reason - of the Weltgeist and, as such, become 'soul leaders'. 

What is most problematic about Hegel's account of world-historical 

individuals and, therefore, requires greater elucidation, is that 

a) these individuals are said to be exempt from all ordinary moral and 
ethical norms, which they disregard and violate at will; 

and 
b) their crimes are justifiable in some sense. 

As Hegel states: 

world historical individuals, in furthering their own momentous 
interests, did indeed treat other intrinsically admirable interests and 
sacred rights in a carefree, cursory, hasty, and heedless manner, 
thereby exposing themselves to moral censure. But their position 
should be seen in an altogether different light. A mighty figure must 
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trample many an innocent flower underfoot, and destroy much that 
lies in its path [LPWH 89]. 

Does this mean Hegel approves of and condones large-scale acts of 

barbarism and evil, and justifies them in terms of their effectiveness? 

Hegel holds that the "litany of private virtues" should not be brought 

against world-historical individuals, and that "moral claims that are irrelevant 

must not be brought in collision with world-historical deeds and their 

accomplishments." Even though they may be immoral, world-historical 

individuals, Hegel assures us, are nevertheless gerecht, they have right on 

their side [LPWH 83]; indeed, "whatever they do is right" [LPWH 84]. 

However, Hegel emphasises that this is the case only when they are acting in 

their capacity as world-historical protagonists. In other words, it is "only 

insofar as their ends are compatible with that of spirit [Geis~. which has being 

in and for itselr that they have 'absolute right' on their side. This right is, 

however, of a "wholly peculiar kind" [LPWH 84] - it is the right of the Weltgeist, 

which "rises above all particular claims" [LPWH 92] (this 'peculiar right' is 

peculiar because it cannot be appealed to by individuals or states active in 

history as practical guide to action and justification of immoral deeds). It 

follows that "whatever is required and accomplished by the ultimate end of 

spirit" stands above all that attaches to individuality "in regard to its ethical 

life". World-history, then (as the accomplishment of this end), "moves on a 

higher level than that on which morality has its proper place", i.e. the level of 

"private sentiment" and "the conscience of individuals". It thus becomes 

apparent that the 'defenders of morality [Moralitil~ and ethical life' [Sittlichkeit] 

- i.e. "those who, on ethical grounds, and hence with nobler feeling, have 

resisted what the progress of the Idea of spirit made necessary", and who, 

therefore, "stand higher in moral worth than those whose crimes have been 

217 



transformed within a higher order into means of accomplishing the will of this 

order" [LPWH, 141] - really only defend "a formal right, abandoned by the 

living spirit and by God" [LPWH 141]. Nevertheless, as will be elucidated in 

greater detail in the next section, the moralists have (effective and operative) 

right on their side insofar as there is no practical alternative to morality and 

ethics for agents active in history. 

The idea of right [Rech~. which is employed by Hegel to express the 

superior claims of world-historical individuals, is inextricably bound up with 

that of freedom. "In general", Hegel argues, right "is freedom as Idea [/dee]" 

[PR §29]. It is the "determinate existence" of the "self-conscious freedom" 

which is "the highest thing on earth" [LNR 329]. It thus becomes apparent 

that the 'peculiar right' of world historical individuals derives from their function 

in the achievement of the 'highest end' of Geist in the world - the realisation of 

freedom - by means of a process which is the ultimate source of meaning and 

value in the world, namely the dialectical movement, through which 

the universal spirit, the spirit of the world, produces itself as unlimited 
and exercises its right -which is the highest right of all - over [finite 
spirits] in world history as the world's court of judgement [Weltgerich~ 
[LPWH 141]. 

However, it should be noted that Hegel insists that world history is not 

"the mere judgement of might": since Geist is Vemunft, world history is the 

necessary development "of the moments of reason and hence of spirit's self

consciousness and freedom" [PR §372]. It is therefore the judgement of 

right, which is ultimately mighty - right triumphs over wrong in the long run, as 

manifest in world-historical development [e.g. abolition of slavery and 

serfdom; the idea of subjective freedom, etc.]. 
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i) The World-Historical Individual in Persona: 
The Case of Napoleon and Hitler 

[W]hen Napoleon wanted to bring Europe into an association of states (the only human being 
who was strong enough for thatl) , they botched everything with their "Wars of Liberation" and 
conjured up the misfortune of the insanity of nationalities (with the consequence of race fights 

in such long-mixed countries as Europel). 

- Friedrich Nietzsche -

By their fruits ye shall know them 

- Matthew 7:20 -

To those who regard Napoleon Bonaparte e.g. as the "chief 

missionary of nationalism" [E.H. Carr], a 'precursor to fascism' [e.g. A.J.P. 

Taylor]317 
- i.e. a precursor of Hitler - or generally as a ruthless conqueror, 

dictator and tyrant, who mercilessly crushed native populations, Hegel's 

admiration for le petit corporal might seem indicative of the philosopher's own 

dictatorial mindset and support for oppressive government, aggressive 

militarism, imperialism, nationalism and Machtpolitik. This impression is 

further compounded by Hegel's expressed admiration for other conquerors 

qua world-historical individuals, like Alexander the Great (362-323 BC) and 

Taylor, A.J.P., Europe: Grandeur and Decline, p.19. 

219 



318 

Julius Caesar (100-44 BC), whom some deem equally ruthless, immoral, and 

despotic.318 Thus, it becomes plausible to infer that Hegel would have 

expressed the same admiration for Adolf Hitler as another example of the 

world-historical individual in the guise of a military dictator and conqueror, who 

opposed the existing order of things, guided - as Hitler himself claimed to be -

by providence, to fulfil the will of the world spirit and, therefore, justified in the 

eyes of the world-court [Weltgerichij in his crimes - the ''trampling" of "many 

an innocent flower underfoot" and "crushing to pieces many an object in his 

path". Trevelyan makes the same point about Goethe that others have made 

about Hegel: 

for Goethe, Napoleon was above judgement by moral standards ... it is 
not such a long step from admiration of Napoleon on these grounds to 
admiration of Hitler.319 

This possibility- in relation to Hegel - must now be investigated in 

greater detail, and tested as to its actual plausibility in the light of Hegel's 

philosophy. 

During the period between 1815 and 1848, as Bertrand Russell notes 

in Freedom versus Legitimacy320
, European opinion was divided on the issue 

of Napoleon. In England, for example, he was generally regarded as a 

dictator and tyrant. Elsewhere, however, he was revered as a liberator, 

notably in Italy. In Germany feelings were mixed: the nationalists of 1813 - the 

year Prussia signed a treaty of alliance with Russia and declared war on 

It is interesting to note that, according to Isaiah Berlin, Herder (whom Berlin regards essentially as a "non-aggressive 
CUiturai nationalist") had no time for the great conquerors of history, like Alexander, Caesar or Charlemagne, because 
~ey stamped out native cultures"; see "Return of the Volksgeisf', in Gardels, Nathan (ed.], At Century's End, p. 87. 

See Trevelyan, Humphry, "Goethe as Thinker• in Rose, William, Essays on Goethe (London: Cassell, 19-49) 
~fo135~. 

Russell, Bertrand, Freedom versus Legitimacy, p.129. 
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France - abhorred and detested him, as did conservative reactionaries keen 

to restore the ancien regime the Revolution and Napoleon had destroyed. 

Others, however, greatly admired him: "Heine wrote his book Le Grand to 

glorify him", Russell notes, and Goethe, who met the "great constitutional 

lawyer of Paris" in persona, regarded him as a hero, 321 and called him the 

"lord of the world". As Nietzsche later said of Goethe: his "heart opened up at 

the phenomenon of Napoleon". However, "it closed up at the 'Wars of 

Liberation'". Hegel himself refers to certain SchwSrrner22 in Swabia [in 

Schwaben], who believed that "the emperor Napoleon was the Messiah", 

come to create another "1000-year Reich" [GPR Zusatz §95]. Comparing 

Napoleon favourably with Charlemagne and his creation of the Holy Roman 

Empire -which had lasted nearly a thousand years [962-1806] -was not 

uncommon. 

Those in Germany who supported Napoleon prior to the wars of 

liberation broadly fell into two camps: on the one side stood the 

Reichspatrioten, who saw in Napoleon, as Matthias Pape notes, "den 

Oberwinder der territorialen Zersplitterung und den Wegbereiter der 

«deutschen National-Einheit», der «Deutschland zum gemeinsamen 

Vaterland fur alle Deutschen» machen werde".323 In the Rheinbund, they saw 

a means to the end of German national unity. Moreover, as long as the 

Napoleonic government proved stable, some of the "bewahrenswerten 

Verfassungstraditionen" - i.e those of the old Reich - would live on in the 

321 

322 
Russell is quite incorrect in his belief that Goethe "preserved an Olympian neutrality" vl&-6-vis Napoleon; Cf. Ibid. 
The sense In which Hegel employs the term Schwarmer - for which there is no adequate equivalent In English (it is 

usually rendered as 'fanatic'; 'enthusiast', or 'visionary')-ls defined in one German Dictionary as follows: "Eine Person, 
Welche undeutlich und - In noch engeren Verstande - welche verworrene Vorstellungen zum Nachteil deutlicher und 
klarer zum Bestimmungsgrund ihrer Urteile und Handlungen macht"; Cf. Deutsches WOrterbuch (1899), Vol. IX, 
~fl290-2292. 

Pape, Matthias, "Revolution und Reichsverfassung - Die Verfassungsdiskussion", in Weisser-Lohman, E. & Kohler, 
D. [eds]., Verfassung und Revolution, p.69. 
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Rheinbund. In short, the Reichspatrioten opposed a radical break with the old 

order as traditionally constituted, that is, with the old Reichsverfassung, 

elements of which they sought to retain, facilitated by Napoleonic rule. 

On the other side stood the more radical liberals who professed 

allegiance to the constitutional-political achievements of the French 

Revolution, which they believed to be furthered by Napoleon. As Pape 

argues: 

Ihnen lag nichts am Erhalt der alten Reichsverfassung, sondern an 
den Neuerungen der Revolution, wie der EinfUhrung des 'modernen' 
franz0sischen Rechts. Publizistische Wortfuhrer waren der Verleger 
Johann Friedrich Cotta mit den Europliischen Annalen (Tubingen 
1795-1820); Karl Ludwig Woltmann mit Geschichte und Politik (Berlin 
1801-1805) und Christian Daniel VoB mit Die Zeiten oder Archiv tor 
die neuste Staatengeschichte und Politik (Weimar 1805-1820). Dieses 
politische Lager zog einen SchluBstrich unter die alte 
Reichsverfassung und betonte den 1806 eingetretenen 
Kontinuitatsbruch. 324 

However, both kinds of Franzosenfreunde [Francophiles] and 

admirers of Napoleon, during and after the wars of liberation, were regarded 

by nationalists and reactionaries as "national unzuverlaBig", as "gravediggers" 

of the Sacrum lmperium, as "Reichsverderber" and "collaborators".325 

Hegel, as is well known, greatly admired Napoleon, whom he 

regarded as a "great genius", and famously dubbed him the "World-Soul" 

[We/tsee/e]: 

I saw the Emperor - this world-soul - riding out of the city on 
reconnaissance. It is indeed a wonderful sensation to see such an 
individual, who, concentrated here at a single point, astride a horse, 
reaches out over the world and masters it ... this extraordinary man, 
whom it is impossible not to admire [Let. 114).326 

This admiration for Napoleon manifests itself especially in Hegel's letters from 

1806 through 1816 and, indeed, far beyond. In these letters, Napoleon is not 

324 
325 

Ibid., p.70. 

326 
Ibid. 
Letter to Niethammer, Monday 13 October, 1806 [Jena]. 
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only referred to as the Weltseele on horseback, but also as the "great 

constitutional lawyer of Paris", and a "tragic genius", who allows himself to be 

destroyed at the hands of the multitude. Hegel further regarded the Code 

Napoleon "as a deed of beneficence", which "contains those great principles 

of the freedom of property and the abolition of everything arising from the age 

offeudalism• [VPR 19 172-173), and desired to see this "orderly and specific 

legal code" imitated in the German states [i.e. in the various sovereign states 

[souverane Staaten] into which the old Reich had broken up after 1806). In 

his Vorlesungen Ober die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte, Hegel refers to the 

spread of Napoleon's "liberal institutions" [liberalen Einrichtungen] - by means 

of conquest - throughout Europe [LPWH 533). Indeed, "keine groBeren Siege 

sind je gesiegt, keine genievolleren Zuge je ausgefi.ihrt worden ... • [Ibid.]. 

Many of Hegel's post-1945 critics - notably those of the liberal 

persuasion - have suggested that Hitler would have been equally admired by 

the philosopher as the world soul of the 1930's. Indeed, some believe that 

Hegel's apparent hero-worship of Napoleon and other military conquerors 

paved the way to the National Socialist FOhrerprinzip, which may be defined, 

following Mccarney, as "the reliance on the subjective will of one individual, 

as the basis of law". 327 

The obvious similarities concerning Napoleon and Hitler appear to 

point in this direction: both were dictators and military conquerors, who 

violently imposed their will on almost all of Europe. In the context of Hegel's 

depiction of the world-historical individual, further similarities become 

apparent: both men pursued their own interests, "regardless of all else", and 

both certainly "trampled many an innocent flower underfoot". They opposed 

McCamey, Joseph, Hegel on History, p.212. 

223 



the existing order of things, and there can be little doubt that they did not 

consider themselves bound by normal standards of moral and ethical 

conduct. Surely Hitler must therefore qualify as a world-historical individual in 

Hegel's sense? Not quite. 

An individual, or a people [Volk/Nation], must embody a "universal 

principle" and the ends pursued by an individual or a people must be 

"interwoven with universal and essential determinations of justice, goodness, 

duty, and the like" [LPWH 71] to count as world-historical. 

If nations are impelled merely by desires, their deeds are lost without 
trace (as with all fanaticism) and no enduring achievement remains. 
Or the only traces they leave are ruin and destruction. 

[M]ere desires and barbarous or uncultivated forms of volition fall 
outside the sphere of world history and play no part in it [LPWH 81] 

The judgement as to whether or not an individual or a people can be 

deemed world-historical depends, in Hegel's view, on whether or not a people 

or individual left behind some enduring achievement, which he seems to 

equate with positive result or positive remnant - world-historical individuals, 

Hegel tells us, "knew what they wanted, and what they wanted was of a 

positive nature". And positive results are generally assessed by the 

philosopher in terms of the progress made in realising the principle of 

freedom as manifest e.g. in the rational political organisation of individual 

states. The French Revolution and Napoleon left behind important enduring 

achievements in this respect, and Hegel repeatedly stresses the world

historical importance of both; National Socialism and Hitler, in my view, did 

not. I maintain, therefore, that, far from admiring the latter, Hegel would have 

condemned the fanaticism of Hitler and the Nazis, just as he condemned the 

fanaticism of Robespierre and the Jacobins during the years of the Terror 
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(1793-1794). And, fanaticism328 -which "is simply the refusal to admit 

particular differences "[PR §270A (Hotho)]- on Hegel's view, has no world

historical role to play, since it leaves nothing but ruin and destruction in its 

wake, as in the case of the Jacobins. Fanaticism, in the Hegelian sense of 

"abstract", "superficial" or "one-sided" thinking,329 is championed by Hitler e.g. 

when he urged his followers to adopt "a systematically one-sided attitude 

towards every problem that has to be dealt with •. 330 

The following constitutes a brief summary of some of Napoleon's 

"enduring achievements" in the Hegelian sense (i.e. positive results vis-a-vis 

the advance of freedom in the world): 

o the destruction of feudalism as a legal, social and economic 
system [in Italy, the Low Countries, and in much of 
'Germany']; 

o institutional reforms: 'careers open to talents' and 'free social 
and educational opportunity' [e.g. the establishment of the 
lycees]; 

o patronage of arts and sciences; 
o codification of French law in the Code Napoleon [completed in 

1804]; 
o freedom of worship (subject only to the preservation of public 

order; July 1801).331 

It was Napoleon who gave the first constitution to a German state. As Pinkard 

notes, he was responsible for "the introduction of the liberal monarchical 

constitution in the newly created kingdom of Westphalia". It was a liberal 

constitution, proclaimed in November 1807, which 

embodied the emancipatory promises of the revolutionary age: civil 
equality and religious liberty, the abolition of guilds, serfdom, the 

It ia interesting to note that, according to Victor Klemperer, -ranatical" was "one of Hitler's favourite words"; The 
rJ:ries of Victor Klemperer, Vol. II, p.118. 

Cf. PR §36: • ... fanaticism wills only what is abstract, not what is articulated, so that whenever differences emerge, it 
~s them incompatible with its own indeterminacy and cancels them". 

33 
As cited in Bullock, Alan, Hitler: A Study in Tyranny, pp.60-61. 

1 
Freedom of worship was extended to everyone, including the Jews. Indeed, according to James Parkes, -rreedom 

for Jews was implicit in the Declaration of the Rights of Man .. :; moreover, he notes that, when Napoleon invaded Italy 
In 1796, "the ghetto gates were everywhere tom down by the victorious French". It was under Napoleon's reign that the 
~~gdom of Westphalia first granted Jews full citizenship in 1808, Baden followed, as did Prussia in 1812 [although full 
Citizenship was not granted here, since Jews could not become Beamte; Parkes, James, A History of the Jewish 
People, p.132. 
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aristocratic privileges and the introduction of the French Legal Code, 
open courts and trial by jury.332 

If we compare this with what happened during the period of attempted 

Restoration, the actual progressiveness of these policies and reforms 

becomes apparent. According to Hamilton-Williams, with the fall of Napoleon, 

France fell once more into a dark age. Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, 
together with all enlightened reforms that the French people had 
acquired over twenty-five years were abolished. The right to obtain 
promotion on merit in any profession was restricted. Education for 
bright children of the lower classes was abolished. Hospitals and 
homes for invalids and orphans - founded by Napoleon - were closed 
and the inmates thrown into the streets. The polytechnics and 
academies, formerly available to all, became the exclusive preserve of 
the sons of the old nobility. The Code Napoleon - the codification of 
French law still largely operative today-was replaced by antiquated 
feudal laws (prescribing mutilation for certain wrongdoers, and even 
the death sentence for sacrilege) that had been banned by the 
revolutionary government. 333 

Indeed, even those who opposed French domination adopted the essentially 

rational content of Napoleonic reform. Indeed, the period from 1809-1819 

was one of liberal reforms in Prussia, spearheaded by men sympathetic to 

the principles of the French Revolution and Napoleonic reforms. 

What have Hitler and the Nazis to offer in terms of enduring 

achievements qua positive results? What universal principle could be 

ascribed to them that would make them world-historical in the Hegelian 

sense? The answer, of course, is nothing and none. Hitler is not, then, a 

Hegelian world-historical individual like Napoleon, but would be more aptly 

described - in Hegelian language - as an embodiment of the "natural fury of 

destruction" [which Hegel regards as "zwecklose Vemichtung" or purposeless 

destruction; cf. SS 42), like Genghiskhan and Tamerlane [SS 43), who 

"destroy all before them, then vanish again, as does an overwhelming forest-

332 

333 
Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p.534. 
Hamilton-Williams, David, The Fall of Napoleon, Preface, p.9. 
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torrent - possessing no inherent principle of validity" [PH 89]. To exaggerate 

the superficial similarities between Napoleon and Hitler diminishes 

Napoleon's enduring achievements and assigns to Hitler an undeserved 

world-historical role in the Hegelian sense. As Ian Kershaw argues, there are 

profound differences between Napoleon and Hitler, which he here gleans 

from their respective achievements or legacies qua "positive remnants": 

Napoleon did not destroy France. And important strands of his legacy 
remained intact. A national administrative structure, educational 
system, and legal code form three significant positive remnants. Not 
least, no moral opprobrium is attached to Napoleon. He can be, and 
often is, looked upon with pride and admiration by modern-day 
Frenchmen. Hitler's legacy was of a totally different order. Uniquely in 
modern times - perhaps Attila the Hun and Genghis Khan offer faint 
parallels in the distant past - this legacy was one of utter destruction. 
Not in architectural remains, in artistic creation, in political structures, 
or economic models, least of all in moral stature was there anything 
from Hitler's Reich to commend to future generations .... Most 
significantly, unlike Napoleon, Hitler left behind him an immense moral 
trauma, such that it is impossible even decades after his death (other 
than for a residue of fringe support) to look back upon the German 
dictator and his regime with approval or admiration - in fact with 
anything other than detestation and condemnation.334 

We must now, however, turn our attention to the particular 

characteristics identified by Hegel as defining the world-historical individual in 

order to determine whether these can be ascribed to Hitler, just as Hegel 

ascribed them to Napoleon (amongst other individuals, notably Julius 

Caesar). 

Hegel's view that world-historical individuals rebel against the 

established order makes Hitler appear likely to have been counted among 

such individuals by the philosopher. He, too, opposed the existing order of 

things, after all. However, one must bear in mind that, as far as Hegel is 

concerned, a rebel against the established order is not necessarily an 

instigator of the new, a breaker of the old mould, an agent of the world-spirit, 

Kershaw, Ian, Hitler: Nemesis, vol. II, Preface, pp.xvl-xvii. 

227 



335 

or a "soul leader", but may well be nothing but a mere "adventurer", a false 

prophet, or ordinary criminal, whose deeds and actions express no higher 

end of Geist but only - or exclusively - their own enormous ego, arbitrary 

desires, and evil sentiments. Needless to say, such individuals have no part 

to play in the theatre of world-history as far as Hegel is concerned. They lack 

any world-historical significance whatsoever regardless of what so-called 

ideals they may express. "Adventurers of all kinds have such ideals ... But the 

fact that all such attitudes, sound reasons, or general principles differ from 

existing ones does not mean to say that they are justified" [LPWH 83].335 

What Hegel means to say is this: it is not the repudiation of and disregard for 

conventional moral/ethical and social/political principles as such that justifies 

opposition to the existing order. Many adventurers, criminals, and false 

prophets have done so without, however, furthering the end of Geist, i.e. the 

progressive realisation of freedom in the world. They may have abandoned 

established values and principles on the basis of madness, delusion, 

exaggerated self-importance, egoism, etc., rather than because they are the 

"timely ones", i.e. those who have grasped the "needs of their age". According 

to Hegel, 

The only true ends are those whose content has been produced by 
the absolute might of the inner spirit itself, and world histories! 
individuals are those who have willed and accomplished not 
something imagined and projected but something correct and 
necessary [LPWH 83]. 

"It might. •. be objected that everything which deviates from the established order - whether intentions, aims, 
Opinions, or so-called Ideals - is likewise different from what is already there. Adventurers of all kinds have such Ideals, 
and their activities are based on attitudes, which conflict with the present circumstances. But the fact that all such 
attitudes, sound reasons, or general principles differ from existing ones does not mean to say that they are justified. The 
on~ true ends are those whose content has been produced by the absolute power of the inner spirit itself in the course 
of i!8 development; and world-historical individuals are those who have willed and accomplished not just the ends of 
their own imagination and personal opinions, but only those which were appropriate and necessary. Such individuals 
know what Is necessary and timely, and have an Inner vision of what It is" [Ibid.). 
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But what can we make of Hegel's account in practical terms? By what 

means can we actually determine when situations arise in which ordinary 

moral and ethical conventions may justifiably be repudiated and disregarded? 

What are the criteria for practical evaluation? Theoretically, it is not that 

difficult to allow for the possibility of abandonment of normal moral/ethical 

standards, but what are we to make of it in praxis? 

According to Hegel, the verdict of the We/tgericht is the verdict of 

history. It is not, therefore, amenable to those active in history- be they world 

historical individuals or mere adventurers - in pursuit of their own interests 

and goals. World historical individuals, then, cannot foresee the final outcome 

- the ultimate judgement - of the Weltgericht, since they can have no 

comprehension of the '/dee an sich'. They can only see "the next link in the 

chain of history, but not the pattern of the historical fabric as a whole". This 

has nothing to do with lack of 'speculative insight' on the part of the world

historical individual, Mccarney notes, since the philosopher, too, "has nothing 

to do with prophecy", but is concerned only with the present- the 

comprehension of thought in its own time - not the future.336 World-historical 

men are 'practical, political men' - men of and for the moment - not 

(fore )seers or prophets. 

The judgement of history cannot, therefore, be appealed to by people 

in history, i.e. in the midst of events. Neither can states - the 'totalities we 

have to do with in history' (considered as higher embodiments of reason and 

freedom than the individual) - do so. Indeed, the only authority - "the right of 

There are, consequently, few 'predictions' in Hegel. However, one such prediction has proven to be accurate in !he 
light of historical hindsight, namely his view that America would be "the land of the future". 
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absolute spirit" - Hegel maintains, "is a right to which no state can appeal" 

[LPWH124]. It follows, as Mccarney points out, that "there is really no 

practical alternative to the authority of morality and ethics, and it is for this 

reason that those who oppose - in the name of morality and ethics - the 

trampling down of innocent flowers have operative and effective right on their 

side•.337 Indeed, even when the individual in question is ultimately regarded 

as a world-historical figure, no one knows this truth in advance or can 

properly assume it. What makes the 'peculiar right' Hegel ascribes to world

historical individuals peculiar is that it has "no practical force or significance for 

its legitimate invocation never arrives in time to be a guide to action". 

Moreover, it follows that anyone who himself claims to be justified in violating 

moral and ethical norms in pursuit of his aims should be regarded as a 

charlatan and, where their actions are suited to their words, as villains. 

Hitler's claim to be a man marked out by Providence, whose "conduct is in 

accordance with the will of the Almighty creator", which he interpreted as 

making him "stand guard against the Jew" (resulting in their large-scale 

extermination), thus "defending the handiwork of the Lord" [Mein Kampf 

1925], falls into this category.338 As Alan Bullock notes, "what interested Hitler 

was power, and his belief in Providence or Destiny was only a projection of 

his own sense of power". This, however, is decidedly not the sense in which 

Vorsehung is spoken of by Hegel [see above]. 

337 

338 
Mccamey, Joseph, Hegel on History, p. 124. 
In a speech given in 1937 in WOrzburg, Hitler stated: 

However weak the individual may be when compared with the omnipotence and will of Providence, yet at the 
moment when he acts as Providence would have him act he becomes immeasurably strong. Then there 
streams down upon him that force which has marked all greatness in the world's history. And when I look 
back only on the five years, which lie behind us, then I feel that I am justified in saying: That has not been the 
work of man alone. 
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Morality and ethics can never be abandoned in history and by 

historical agents on the basis of the claim that this is justified for some higher 

end or purpose realisable in the future [whether they be Napoleon or Hitler]. It 

is only after the fact - only a posteriori- that subsequent generations can see 

whether or not an individual was an adventurer, a charlatan, a villain - like 

Hitler - or a world-historical personality - like Socrates, Pericles, Alexander, 

Caesar and Napoleon.339 Only when events have run their course, and their 

results come too late to be of any practical value, does the judgment of 

history become apparent - 'the owl of Minerva flies only at dusk' [cf. PR, 

Introduction, p.23]. 

World historical individuals are not, therefore, entitled to appeal to the 

Weltgericht - and, as we have seen, neither are states - in order to justify 

their immoral and unethical deeds. World historical individuals have, in fact, 

no need to do so, according to Hegel. The support needed by them in order 

to succeed derives from their comprehension of the 'hidden spirit' of their 

time, which they make explicit to others who, in turn, understand it insofar 

they are attracted to the world historical individual qua embodiment of the 

spirit of their time [Zeitgeis~. This is not to say, of course, that criminals, 

ruffians, false prophets and adventurers are unable to attract people to 

themselves in great numbers, as the case of Hitler demonstrates. We should 

not here infer that any historical agent can be recognised as world-historical 

simply by the extent to which people followed him, or were attracted by him. 

The case of Napoleon is, however, somewhat problematic In this respect, since Hegel regards him as 'the world-
sour before events have run their course. Perhaps Hegel does not mean that world-historical indMduals can only be 
regarded as such retrospectively, but that the ultimate judgement of world-history has the final judgement in this 
respect, and the latter can only be firmly established retrospectively. In other words, an indMdual may be wrong in 
re~arding someone as world-historical (for to err Is human} before this has been established by world-history qua 
Ultimate arbiter, das Weltgericht. 
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The world-historical person certainly has charisma and attracts followers [as 

did e.g. Socrates and Jesus]; but this alone is no criterion for us to determine 

that he must therefore be a world-historical figure in the Hegelian sense. In 

short, Hegel's argument is not of an instrumental kind, i.e. he does not say 

that the latter is the case due to the former. Similarly, as mentioned above, it 

is not simply because someone opposes the existing order of things or 

appeals to providence that makes him a world-historical individual; ultimately, 

it is only insofar as a great individual stands on the side of right and carries 

the banner of freedom, that he is world-historic in the Hegelian sense, i.e. only 

insofar he is a 'soul leader'. This, in fact, is what makes him great in the first 

instance. 

I maintain that the textual evidence makes it very clear that Hitler 

would have been judged by Hegel - as he has been by world-history - as a 

villain, a charlatan, a ruffian, an adventurer and a criminal, rather than a 

world-historical individual [in the Hegelian sense of the term]. His followers -

those attracted to him - must be seen in the same light. 
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4. Hegel on War 

Let me have war, say I; 
it exceeds peace as far as day does night; 

it is sprightly, waking, audible, and full of vent. 
Peace is a very apoplexy, lethargy: 

mulled, deaf, sleep, insensible; 
a getter of more bastard children 
than war's a destroyer of men. 

- William Shakespeare, Corio/anus, V, iii -

Thus (i.e. in substantial agreement with the above sentiments), 

according to his critics, spoke Hegel. 

The philosopher's comments on war [Krieg]340
, notably in his 

Rechtsphilosophie and Geschichtsphilosophie, but also in his ear1ier System 

der Sittlichkeit (1802), and the language he employed in his discussion 

thereof, have generally been assessed negatively, and are often cited as 

evidence concerning his conceptual affinities not only with nationalism, 

militarism, and imperialism [as, e.g. manifest, at the end of the nineteenth 

century, in Bismarck's Machtpolitik of Blut und Eisen], but also with twentieth

century forms of totalitarianism, notably National Socialism and its ideology of 

Total War. 

Hegel's apparent justification of war [usually regarded as a defence of 

jus ad bellum, i.e. of the conditions under which it is justified or permissible to 

resort to war], based on the view that war is not "absolutely evil" since it 

34() 
Originally, the term Krieg signified any legal dispute [Rechtsstrei~; later, In the more narrow sense of bellum, It 

came to denote "den gewa/tsam ausgetragenen Rechtsstreit innerhalb einer von den Gegnem anerkannte 
Rechtsordnung"; cf. Metzlers Phifosophie Lexikon, p.307; today, war generally signifies military campaigns, conquests, 
Invasions, or reprisal actions, rebellious uprisings (revolutions), and army coups. 

The term Krieg derives from "ahd.(Althochdeutsch/old-high German] cMg • Hartnackigkeit, mhd. Kriec ■ 
Anstrengung, Widerstand, Kampf, Grundbedeutung: Zom, Strenge; dazu kriegen, Krieg filhren; Krieger 
(14Jh.); kriegerisch (16. Jh.)"; Mackensen, Lutz, Deutsche Etymologie, p. 93 (my Italics/underline]. 

233 



preserves "the ethical health of nations" [die sittliche Gesundheit der V6/ker), 

prevents "internal disturbances" [innere Unruhen] and thus safeguards "the 

state's internal power" [die innere Staatsmacht] [PR §324], is often interpreted 

to mean that- as far as Hegel is concerned -war is good. In fact, Hegel is 

said to have glorified it as means of moral edification "providentially designed 

for the discipline of character" [as E.F. Carritt argues), and defended it as a 

legitimate instrument of national policy and practical method of Realpolitik for 

settling disputes between states. His critics maintain that Hegel regarded war 

as inevitable and necessary to the preservation of internal health and 

harmony, and to the maintenance of external independence; in short, Hegel 

is seen to have defended war as right, moral, and healthy, while rejecting 

peace - notably perpetual peace - as downright unhealthy and even immoral 

[in the later manner of Treitschke341
]. The language he employed to speak of 

war and peace is regarded as indicative of this view: war is often described in 

positive terms - like "ethical health" [sittliche Gesundheit] and 'growth'; 

consider also references to the French Revolution, i.e. to the "bath 

of... revolution" [8. Vol.l, p.85; p.123], etc. Peace, on the other hand, is 

frequently described in negative terms, such as "stagnation", "decline", and 

"lethargy" [FSulnis] etc.342 

341 
Cf. Treitschke, Heinrich von, Politics, Vol. II (New York: Macmillian, 1916), p.598. 

342 
Many of Hegel's later "leftisr followers spoke in similar terms. Berlin points out that 

Marx talked about the need for revolution to purify the proletariat from the filth of the old world and render it fit 
for the new. Herzen spoke of the cleansing storm of revolution. Proudhon and Bakunin spoke in similar 
apocalyptic terms. Even Kant believed that revolution raises men from degradation to a more exalted form. 

See Berlin, Isaiah, Against the Current: Essays in the History of Thought, p.322 [my italics]. 
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More particularly, Hegel's conception of war - defined as a conflict 

between nations or states343 [or nation states] - appears to suggest an affinity 

with nationalist thought. Opposed to the cosmopolitan ideal of perpetual 

peace [Ewiger Frieden] in a world state [Weltstaa~ - as envisioned, e.g. 

by his predecessor Immanuel Kant 344
- Hegel insists that "each state" (where 

the term Staat is [wrongly] assumed by many commentators to [exclusively] 

denote particular existing or prospective nation-states [Nationalstaaten]) "is 

... a sovereign and independent entity in relation to others" and hence a 

"particular will". When particular wills are at odds, and "insofar as no 

agreement can be reached between particular wills, conflicts between states 

can be settled only by war" [PR §334]345
• Indeed, "even if a number of states 

make themselves into a family, this group as an individual must engender an 

opposite and create an enemy" [PR§ 324; Addition (Gans)]. Kant's notion of 

perpetual peace assured by an association of states or a 'league of nations' 

is thus rejected. As Hegel states in his Philosophy of Right 

343 
See deVattel, Emmerich, Law of Nations, Ch.11 (Washington D.C.: Carnegie Institution, 1916); Francisco Suarez 

(1548-1617) distinguished between war and "quarrelling" or "duelling": 

An external contest at arms, which is incompatible with external peace, is properly called war, when carried 
on between two sovereign princes or between two states. When, however, it is a contest between a prince 
and his own state, or between private individuals, it is called a quarrel or a duel. 

344 
In his famous political essay, Zum Ewigen Frieden, Kant describes individual states as "moral persons", with the 

same external rights and obligations as all other persons. According to Sullivan, he argues that "in their external 
relations to one another, nations were all originally (and are still) in a non-juridical and lawless state of nature, either 
actually at war - each trying to force the other to yield to its will - or continually preparing for war. Despite any public 
Pronouncements to the contrary, such behaviour shows a fundamental disregard for the rule of law and morality", for, 
more than war itself, the "never-ending and constantly increasing arming for future war" prevents nations from attending 
to What is genuinely worthwhile [HH. 121; see PP 345,347,367; Idea 24; Rei. 34/29-30, 96/88; MM 343-45) 

Kant's proposal for a lasting peace is similar to an earlier proposal for a federation of European states made 
by the Abb6 de Saint-Pierre in his Projet de paix perpetuelle (1713). The latter here outlines his "cosmopolitan vision", in 
Which, as Sullivan states, "all forms of provincialism - geographic, temporal, and nationalistic - are transcended. The 
only way to ensure International peace and security, he wrote and Kant echoed, is for nations to organise into a league 
of nations and agree to authorise that institution to arbitrate international disputes by means of a system of common 
International laws "established on a moral basis", that is, conforming to the natural law" [Cf. CrJ 433;MM 311-12, 344; 
~et. 470-1). See Roger J. Sullivan, Immanuel Kant's Moral Theory, Ibid. 

Hegel regards the modem state as an "individual subject" [PR §329). 
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Kant's idea [Vorstellung] of a perpetual peace guaranteed by a 
federation of states which would settle all disputes and which, as a 
power recognised by each individual state, would resolve all 
disagreements so as to make it impossible for these to be settled by 
war presupposes an agreement between states. But this agreement, 
whether based on moral, religious, or other grounds and 
considerations, would always be dependent on the particular 
sovereign wills, and would therefore continue to be tainted with 
contingency. [PR §333] 

Donald A. Wells suggests that Hegel "predicated nationalism as the 

desirable state of affairs", which led him to preclude "the possibility of any 

international tribunal" - where nation-states disagree, "war is the only way to 

settle the dispute"346
• E. F. Carritt claims Hegel believed that "states have no 

duties to one another", that "it is the highest duty of a state to promote its own 

power, against which other States have no right [PR §§336, 337, 342-4]", 

which "renders a justification of war inevitable, as personal "honour" justified 

duelling".347 In other words, there can and should be no end to war, which is 

a 'good thing' because it preserves the ethical health of a people and 

heightens the unity of the state. 

Given these and similar interpretations concerning Hegel's views on 

war, especially in relation to their alleged conceptual association with the 

ideas of nationalism, we must seek to determine whether they are accurate. 

Was Hegel really a warmonger who thought Krieg a 'good thing'? Do his 

views on war actually reflect a nationalistic bias? Do they contain the seeds of 

extreme militarism, as manifest in Treitschke's belief that the grandeur of 

history lies in the perpetual warfare of nations, or those of the Total War 

mentality of Hitler and the Nazis? 

346 
347 Wells, Donald A., The War Myth {Indianapolis & New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1971 }, p.53. 

Carritt, E.F., as cited In Kaufmann, Walter (Ed.}, Hegel's Political Philosophy (New York: Atherton Press, 1970}, p. 
34. 
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i) The Philosophical Idea of War 

And ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars; see that ye be not troubled: for these things 
must needs come to pass. 

(Matthew 24:6) 

Much confusion is caused by Hegel-interpreters who do not 

distinguish between the two senses in which Hegel speaks of Krieg: a) in the 

philosophical sense [as spiritual principle or philosophical idea] - war in 

theoria; the concept of war as thought [gedach~; and b) as a conflict between 

particular, existing states in the past or present - war in praxis. In relation to a) 

war is thought to have some positive content and determination pnsofar as it 

is philosophically justifiable]. In the sense of b) war is an "abnormal condition" 

of "rightlessness [Rechtlosigkem, force [Gewam, and contingency", which 

"ought to cease" [PR §338]. In war, the relatively orderly pursuit of politics 

gives way to chaos and brutality, and this should not be. 

Considering war from a philosophical perspective, Hegel believes the 

following: if the history of the world is governed by 'divine Providence' [Enc.Ill, 

Werke X, §377, p.11] and thus presents us with a rational - i.e. providentially 

determined - process, it follows that wars (insofar as they are justified by 

Providence)- like revolutions (which Marx later called "Lokomotiven der 

Geschichte") - must somehow contribute to the dialectical progress of Geist 

towards absolute self-knowledge and freedom as manifest - and therefore 

knowable by us - in der Weltgeschichte. Indeed, one look at history confirms 

that war has been the rule and peace the exception - the history of the world 
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is clearly not "the theatre of happiness"348 but rather a "slaughterbench"]. 

Consequently, while Hegel condemns actual wars as evil, as a philosophical 

idea - as gedachter Beg riff- Krieg is not regarded as an "absolute evil" [ ein 

absolutes Obe~: 

war should not be regarded as an absolute evil [Obe~ and as a purely 
external contingency whose cause [Grund] is therefore itself 
contingent, whether this cause lies in the passions of rulers or nations 
[VOiker], in injustices etc., or in anything else which is not as it should 
be [PR §324]. 

His subsequent justification of war - based on the idea that 

the ethical health of nations [Vc5/ker] is preserved in their indifference 
towards the permanence of finite determinacies, just as the 
movement of the winds preserves the sea from the stagnation which a 
lasting calm would produce - a stagnation which a lasting, not to say 
perpetual, peace would also produce among nations [PR §324] -

is thus essentially a philosophical justification, not, as Steven Walt rightly 

notes, a "'mundane' justification of particular wars".349 As Hegel himself 

clearly states, it is only a "philosophical idea, or, to use another common 

expression, a 'justification of providence' [Rechtfertigung der Vorsehung]" [PR 

§324]. Indeed, "actual wars require some other justification" [Ibid.; which, 

however, can never be 'justified' by appeals to Providence; see below]. 

Hegel's claim that war is ethically necessary does not, therefore, mean, as 

Walt argues, 

that particular wars can be justified by using this "justification of 
Providence". In fact, he is denying it. What is being claimed, rather, is 
that there is some necessity attached to the occurrence of war, 
derived from a "philosophical idea" and so not applicable to specific 
outbreaks of war.350 

348 
As John McKenna notes in Moral Questions (Dublin: Mount Salus Press 1992), p. 86: 

It has been said that human history could be described as the history of war. For example, in the last 3000 
years of recorded history, wars have dominated world affairs to such an extent that for every year of peace 
there have been fourteen years of war. Between 1500 A.O. and the year 1900 A.O. no less than 250 major 
wars were fought in Europe ... 13 of these wars involved nearly all the great European powers at once. 

After the First and Second World Wars, there have been at least another 100 major wars in various parts of the world 
~- Korea, Vietnam, Iran, Ethiopia, Israel, Angola, former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, the Gulf War, Afghanistan, etc.]. 

Walt, Steven, "Hegel on War: Another Look", in Stewart, Jon [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.173. 
350 

Ibid., pp. 173-174. 
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Hegel's view concerning the ethical necessity of war must therefore 

be seen "in light of the concept of philosophy" - in the case of his political 

philosophy outlined in the Rechtsphilosophie, the "concept of right as it is 

realised in the world"351 that is, the Idea of the state352 as ethical whole and 

actualisation of freedom. It is only from a philosophical perspective one may 

come to recognise, as one twentieth-century Christian thinker put it [and, 

indeed, as Heraclitus had noted many years before3S:,, that "there is a value 

in the process of strife and war ... God has made a process full of strife,• and 

that this strife can be constructive354
, as well as being destructive. War is 

thus seen, in a philosophical sense, to have some positive purpose and 

content [as opposed to other forms of destruction - e.g. 'natural destruction' 

[natarliche Vemichtung], or what Hegel called "zwecklose Vernichtung" 

[purposeless destruction] - with no positive results in his System der 

Sittlichkem. However, Hegel also reminds us that "amid the pressure of great 

events· - e.g. amid the pressure of actual war - "a general principle is of no 

help ... • [Let. 21]. His justification of war is only of philosophical [theoretical], 

not practical interest or value. At best, a philosophical understanding of war 

may serve as a rational reconciliation to the fact of war: reason demands an 

answer to the question as to why war happens, which Hegel's philosophical 

interpretation attempts to supply: "philosophy ... reconciles and transfigures 

reality, which appears to be unjust, into the rational, shows it as something 

351 

352 
tbid., p.169. 
Cf. PR §258A: 

In considering the Idea of the state, we must not have any particular states or particular Institutions in mind; 

353 Instead, we should consider the Idea, this actual God, in its own right (far sich). 
Cf. Fragments (80): "One should know that war Is general (universaQ and jurisdiction is strife, and everything comes 

tout by way of strife and necessity". 
Ferr6, Neis, Christianity and Society (New York: Harper, 1950), p.190. 
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which is founded in the Idea itself and with which reason is to be satisfied0 

[LPWH 78). But this reconciliation, of course, offers us no consolation, nor 

was it intended to by Hegel. There can be no consolation for the misery and 

suffering caused by actual wars and violent conflicts - these are abnormal 

conditions of "rightlessness, force, and contingency°, which should not be. 

When Hegel speaks of war as not being related to universal 

providence [i.e. not in the philosophical sense], he offers no justification, but 

merely a description of Krieg based on empirical observations - what is 

"apparent in various occurrences in history° [PR §324). For instance, it can 

readily be observed by any student of history and politics that "successful 

wars have averted internal unrest and consolidated the internal power of the 

state" [PR §324], that "as a result of war, nations are strengthened\ or that a 

Volk not recognised by other peoples as 'this actual individual' often resorts to 

war or revolution in order to gain such recognition. Such and similar 

observations do not, however, amount to an endorsement of war as a 'good 

thing' we should not do our best to avoid, or as a practical [political] means to 

bring about these ends, nor a justification of specific wars and their horrors, 

even if they have had such effects. According to Hegel, 

the substantial welfare of the state is its welfare as a particular state in 
its specific interest and condition and in its equally distinctive external 
circumstances in conjunction with the particular treaties which govern 
them. Its government is accordingly a matter of particular wisdom, not 
of universal providence (cf. Remarks to §324), just as its end in 
relation to other states and its principle for justifying wars and treaties 
is not a universal (philanthropic) thought, but its actually offended or 
threatened welfare in its specific particularity [PR §337). 

The specific "injury° to the "recognition• [Anerlcennung) and "honour" [Ehre) of 

the state, "what rub, or what impediment there is•, as Shakespeare put it in 

Henry V - which usually serves as justification for particular wars - is 

"inherently indeterminable• [PR §334]. (In this respect Hegel observes further 
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that a state of particularly 'strong individuality' is likely to take offence, or 

perceive an injury, more quickly than others, especially if it has enjoyed "a 

long period of internal peace"355
, but he nowhere maintains that this is a just 

cause for war.) Indeed, wars in this sense are not automatically related to 

universal providence, since they result from particular conflicts of specific 

interests and perceived threats between peoples [one only has to think of e.g. 

the 'War of Jenkin's Ear' (1739)356 to realise what 'specific injury' may, in fact, 

serve as a cause and justification for war]. While these may - through the 

cunning of Reason [Ust der Vemunft], which mediates between individual 

passions and the Idea of right - be put in the service of providence, whether 

or not this is actually the case can only be established after the fact, i.e. 

retrospectively, so that the appeal to a justification of providence cannot be 

made by those agents in history who seek to justify particular wars in the 

present, or prospective wars. The owl of Minerva flies only at dusk. 

In terms of Hegel's philosophical discussion of war, it becomes 

apparent that Krieg appears essentially as a negative moment in the 

dialectical progress of the Weltgeist as enacted and represented in actuality. 

To paraphrase Goethe's Mephistopheles - "der Geist der stets verneint" - war 

is the "moment that denies": it negates the existing order of things and 

establishes a condition in which "right gives way, and might and chance rule", 

i.e. it destroys political and social stability. In his System der Sittlichkeit, Hegel 

355 
Indeed, since the state is a "wholly spiritual entity", according to Hegel, it 

cannot confine itself simply to noting that an injury has actually taken place. On the contrary, a further cause 
of discord arises In the idea [Vorstellung] of such an injury as a danger threatening from another state, in 
changing estimates of greater and lesser degrees of probability, In conjectures as to the other's state 

356 Intentions, etc. [PR §334]. 
An English sailor, Robert Jenkins, told the House of Commons that the Spaniards had cut off his ear; the story 

Increased indignation against Spain, already at a high owing to Spanish claims to a right to search British ships. War 
resulted, and became merged in the wider War of the Austrian Succession. 
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had referred to Mars as "ein Oberlliufet [SS 54)357, emphasising thereby the 

transitional nature of war. In the Rechtsphilosophie Hegel asserts that war 

always has the character of something that "ought to cease•. Nevertheless, 

war may also signal the transition to another period in history, so that times of 

war and crisis may appear as Obergangsperioden [periods of transition] to a 

new spiritual principle, i.e. the next stage of Geisfs self-development. The 

French Revolution of 1789, and the wars of Napoleon are identified as such 

transitional periods358 on account of their positive results (Hegel believes 

these events have advanced the consciousness of freedom in the world). 

While Hegel rejects the possibility of perpetual peace, he also rejects the 

possibility and, indeed, desirability of perpetual war-359-war is always 'an 

abnormal condition', which "ought to cease·. Yet, war does happen, whether it 

ought to or not. Even the existence of international relations as expressed in 

international law Uus gentium; V6lkerrecht] has not prevented its occurrence. 

"Moral Reason• [die moralische Vemunft], as Kant proclaimed, may voice "its 

irresistible veto: there should be no war" [MM. 354; my italics], and we may 

believe that "perpetual international peace· [by which Kant meant, as R.J. 

Sullivan points out, "the permanent cessation of warfare and not merely a 

temporary truce between wars"] ought to be our "ultimate political goal on 

earth" [see PP 343]~. but 

~
7 

Mars [Gr. Ares] is the Roman god of war, son of Jupiter [Gr. Zeus] and Juno [Gr. Hera). "0berlaufer" indicates 
"Ubergang• [transition] or "Becoming• [das WerdenJ; reality Is "das Werden" of the Absolute [cf. Hegel's ontology in the 
Wissenschaft der LogikJ. "Becoming• does not so much stress the separation between the dialectical moments of 
consciousness, but what happens 'in-between' these moments [Logik 183; Anm. 3). As Ober!Sufer, war is a moment of 
trans'iti 
358 on. 

Cf. Let. 123: 
Thanks to the bath of her Revolution, the French Nation has freed herself of many institutions, which the 
human spirit has outgrown like the shoes of a child. These institutions accordingly once oppressed her, and 
they now continue to oppress other nations as so many fetters devoid of spirit. What Is even more, however, 
is that the individual as well has shed the fear of death along with the life of habit - which, with the change of 
scenery, is no longer self-supporting. This is what gives this Nation the great power she displays against 

359 others .•.• 
36o E.g. unlike Heinrich von Treitschke (1834-1896). 

See Sullivan, Roger J., Immanuel Kanfs Moral Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 256. 
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[the] fact remains that wars occur when the necessity of the case 
requires. The seeds burgeon once more, and harangues are silenced 
by the solemn cycles of history [PR, trans. Knox §324]. 

Hegel is interested in offering a philosophical justification as to why this is so. 

What, in other words, can we grasp from a rational reflection on war? 

Hegel clearly does not regard wars between particular states as a 

'good thing'. War is evil. And since war- like all evils [Obe~ - is not the work of 

"mere nature", but "the will of man" - i.e. of intentional human agency - our 

sadness in relation thereto "takes on a moral qualit(: we are "moved to 

profound pity for the untold miseries of individual human beings" [LPWHJ. 

However, since war is a "work of freedom", not nature, it necessarily assumes 

an "ethical character" [PR §324]. The philosopher reflects on this 'ethical 

character' of war and recognises its negative as well as positive aspects. 

From a philosophical perspective, war is not "absolutely evil", because 

it also exhibits certain positive features pertaining to the "ethical health" of the 

Staat as "sittliche Weir [organic, i.e. ethical whole] and its citizens [BOrgefl. 

These can be summarised as follows: 

a) all our temporal goods - our life and property- are essentially 

accidental and contingent in the face of death: we are all going to 

die, and we can take nothing to the grave with us; in war, our 

consciousness of this temporality and contingency is heightened, 

i.e. we are actually threatened with loss of life and property. As 

Hegel put it: "war is the state of affairs which deals in earnest with 

the vanity of temporal goods and concerns - a vanity at other times 

a common theme edifying sermons". War makes manifest the 

actual [wirl<liche] finitude of particular individuals and states [which 

meet their doom in the arena of world-history], and thus brings this 

finitude and particularity home to man's consciousness [e.g. in the 

form of 'hussars with sabres drawn" [cf. PR §324A]]. 

Moreover, the heightened sense of imminent death and 

destruction during times of war results in a new appreciation of the 
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present, i.e. in an urgency about and intensity of living 'life in the 

moment', in the 'here and now'. In war we are acutely aware, to 

borrow the words of Virgil, that "here's death twitching my ear, 

"Liven, says he, "for I'm coming!n361 

b) war preserves [i.e. maintains] the "ethical health of nationsn and, 

indeed, strengthens it [PR §324A], insofar as it forces the citizens 

of a state - qua members of the private sphere [i.e. civil society in 

the Hegelian sense of the term outlined above], who, in peacetime, 

are generally concerned with the pursuit of their own interests and 

particular ends and thus come to regard their relation to the Staat 

increasingly as accidental or contingent rather than necessary - to 

abandon their self-interest and adopt those common to the state. 

Consider the words of Goethe's Lord to Mephisto: 

Mankind's activity can languish all too easily, 
A man soon loves unhampered rest; 
Hence, gladly I give him a comrade such as you, 
Who stirs and works and must, as devil, do. 

Des Menschen Ti:itigkeit kann allzuleicht erschlaffen 
Er liebt sich bald die unbedingte Ruh; 
Drum geb' ich gem ihm den Gesellen zu, 
Der reizt und wirkt und muB als Teufel schaffen.362 

Hegel describes the situation as follows: 

In peace, the bounds of civil life are extended, all its 
spheres become firmly established, and in the long run, 
people become stuck in their ways. Their particular 
characteristics [Partikularitliten] become increasingly 
rigid and ossified. But the unity of the body is essential 
to the health, and if its parts grow internally hard, the 
result is death [PR §324A]. 

:; Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro], Copa, as cited in Gedes & Gosset's Dictionary of Quotations, p.235. 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, Faust, Part I, 340-43 (MOnchen: C.H. Beck, 1991 ). 
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When the common consciousness [das allgemeine 

BewufJtsein] concerning the unity of ethical life - i.e. the living reality of 

the state within its individual citizens [as their 'second nature'] - wanes 

[and with it e.g. adherence to laws)363
, and life in the state comes to be 

habitually dominated by private rather than common interests, the 

demise of the state itself is imminent. In such situations, the 

occurrence of war counteracts this tendency by focusing the minds of 

citizens on the state as their absolute and common end, which they 

should, and now, in the face of war, must "place above their own 

private interestsn. We have thus moved from a situation of peacetime, 

in which every citizen cares mostly for himself, to one of war, in which 

every citizen is, for once, concerned with the welfare of the whole. 

During times of war, the individual, as Hegel states in relation to the 

French Revolution, sheds his "fear of death along with the life of habitn 

[Let. 123]. 

c) in times of war the unity of the state - as "ethical universen - finds its 

clearest expression.364 

However, while Hegel believes that it is mainly in Krieg that the 

universal and common [i.e. higher] interest of the state can be most clearly 

distinguished from the particular and private [i.e. lesser] interests of 

individuals [die Einze/nen], that it preserves and strengthens the 'ethical 

health of peoples', and that it heightens the unity of the Staat, this does not 

mean he regards war as good because it is required to preserve the ethical 

health of a people, whether as "a causal consequence or by-product", as Walt 

maintains. In other words, his is not an instrumental notion of ethical 

363 As Hegel notes in [FS, Werke I, DV 464): • •.. die AuflOsung des Staats erkennt sich vorzOgiich daran, wenn alles 
~ders geht als die Gesetze". 

Cf. Turgot's view that In war and revolution 

the ties of society unite a greater number of men; the communication of ideas becomes more 
prompt and further spread; the arts, sciences, and manners make progress at a more rapid rate. 
Thus, like the storm which agitates the waves of the sea, the evils inseparable from revolutions 
disappear, the good remains, and humanity perfects itself. 
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necessity.365 Nor is war regarded as a legitimate practical means to further 

particular [political] ends, such as the desire for greater unity within a specific 

state. Actual, particular wars are evil - abnormal conditions that ought to 

cease; it is only from a philosophical perspective that war appears not 

absolutely evil, but exhibits some positive ethical content, as outlined above. 

This, again, offers us no consolation when it comes to actual wars, but merely 

a rational reconciliation to the fact of war. 

According to Allen Wood: 

It may help us to understand Hegel's view of war if we realize that 
what he believes about war is closely analogous to what we all believe 
about human mortality generally. We know we cannot live forever, and 
we realise that if we all could, then this would eventually have 
disastrous consequences for the human race as a whole. Hegel's 
views about war no more imply that wars are a good thing, which we 
should not try our best to avoid, than our views about human mortality 
imply that our own death is a good thing, which we should not try our 
best to avoid. 366 

Even if a particular war, or a particular revolution, can retrospectively 

be deemed world-historical, of or world-historical significance [in the Hegelian 

sense], and thus as just [gerech~ - even if immoral - in relation to universal 

providence [i.e. according to the judgment of world-history qua Weltgerich~, 

this can never serve as its present, actual justification. Hegel is interested in 

war as a philosophical concept in relation to the Idea of right, i.e. the right of 

the Weltgeist, which stands above all other particular claims, those of states 

[which belong to the sphere of Objective Spirit, not Absolute Spirit] included 

: Watt, Steven, "Hegel on War: Another Look", in Stewart, Jon [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.172. 

Wood, Allen, see Introduction to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbet, pp. xxvl-xxvll 
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367 

['justification of Providence']367
, and serves as their ultimate judge. And the 

judgements of the world spirit, we must remember, are not based on might 

[Gewa/~, but right [Rech~. which is the commanding concept of the objectivity 

and universality of Geist. 

Indeed, a further observation can be brought against the idea that 

Hegel glorified war. Far from exalting war, in a letter to his student C.G. 

Zellmann, it is implicitly seen by Hegel as a threat to philosophical endeavour. 

While philosophy may make intelligible and even justify war [as discussed 

above], Hegel acknowledges contingent events- "accidents of the moment", 

such as occur on the battlefield - but downplays their importance in relation to 

underlying spiritual causes: 

Science alone is the [true] theodicy, and she will just as much keep us 
from marvelling speechless at events like brutes - or, with a greater 
show of cleverness, from attributing them to the accidents of the 
moment or talents of an individual, thus making the fate of empires 
depend on the occupation or non-occupation of a hill - as from 
complaining over the victory of injustice or defeat of justice. That 
which is presently lost people believe they possessed as a treasure of 
divine right, just as, on the other hand, what is being won will be 
possessed with a bad conscience. Their thoughts on justice are as 
wrongheaded as their opinion on the means, or on what makes up the 
substance and power of spirit. They seek it in circumstances 
bordering on the completely ridiculous, overlook what lies closest at 
hand, and take the very things that lead directly to their ruin to be 
excellent supports [Let. 122]. 

"Spiritual life is higher than the state"; LPWH 299. 
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ii) International Law and International Relations 

According to Hegel, international law [iiu/3eres Staatsrech~ "applies to 

the relation between independent states". We are further told that states are 

not to be confused with "private persons", e.g. when we speak of the state as 

an individual, "so that the relations between them are not the same as purely 

moral relations or relations of private right" [PR §330A], for "private persons 

are subject to the authority of a court, which implements what is right in itselr. 

While states certainly ought to be "inherently governed by what is right", in the 

absence of "a power to decide what is right in itself in relation to the state and 

to actualise such decisions, this relation [Beziehung] must always remain one 

of obligation", since "its actuality depends on distinct and sovereign wills". 

Thus, as far as inter-state relations - and international laws368 and 

treaties to regulate them - are concerned, Hegel believes, as Knox notes, that 

we can go no further than an 'ought' - the relationship between states ought 

to be "inherently governed by right". However, "the relationship between 

states is a relationship of independent units which make mutual stipulations 

but at the same time stand above these stipulations" [PR §330 A]. In other 

words, international regulatory institutions [laws and treaties] lack real power 

over individual states - qua 'absolute powers on earth' [although "spiritual life 

is higher than the state"] - and are bound to be contravened as soon as they 

conflict with their particular wills. International laws, i.e. the rules that apply 

between sovereign states - usually consisting partly of customary rules and 

partly of treaties and conventions - are contingent and arbitrary. In praxis -

368 
During the eighteenth century, international law was seen primarily as a set of rules governing the mutual relations 

of_ individuals in their capacities as rulers. A ~eaty wa~ a contract concluded between sovereigns and the personal good 
faith of the sovereign was the guarantee of its execution. 
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369 

during Hegel's time as in our own - they are regarded as legally binding only 

insofar as they do not conflict with the state's own welfare - if they do, they will 

inevitably be ignored. According to Hegel, 

The principle of international law [Vcllke11echt], as that universal right 
which ought to have international validity in and for itself (as distinct 
from the particular content of positive treatise), is that treaties, on 
which the mutual obligations of states depend, should be observed. 
But since the sovereignty of states is the principle governing their 
mutual relations, they exist to that extent in a state of nature in relation 
to one another, and their rights are actualised not in a universal will 
with constitutional powers over them, but in their own particular wills. 
Consequently, the universal determination of international law remains 
only an obligation, and the [normal] condition will be for relations 
governed by treaties to alternate with the suspension [AufhebungJ of 
such relations [PR §333]. 

Proposals such as Kant's concerning the establishment of "a league 

of sovereigns to settle disputes• between states - like the 'Holy Alliance' 

(established in September 1815), which was "meant to be an institution more 

or less of this kind· [PR §324] - can only be successful in a limited sense, 

because essentially 

In fact, 

the state is an individual, and negation is an essential component of 
individuality. Thus, even if a number of states join together as a family, 
this league, in its individuality, must generate opposition and create an 
enemy.369 

The state as actual is essentially an individual state, and beyond that 
a particular state. Individuality should be distinguished from 
particularity; it is a moment within the very Idea of the state itself, 
whereas particularity belongs to history. States as such are 
independent of one another, and their relationship can consequently 
only be an external one [Ibid.]. 

Cf. System der Sittlichkeit [58) : 
das Sittliche muB In seiner Differenz se!bst seine Lebendigkeit anschauen, und hier so, daB das Leben dieses 
gegenOberstehenden Lebendigen als ern Fremdes und zu Negierenden gesetzt ist. •. eine solche Differenz ist 
der Feind .... 
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It follows, according to Hegel, that "the relations between states are 

unstable, and there is no praetor to settle disputes; the higher praetor is 

simply the universal spirit which has being in and for itself, i.e. the world spirit" 

[PR §339 A (Gans)]. Nor should we confuse 

the principles which govern relations between states with the principle 
which governs their position within the history of the world. For in 
world-history, the sole authority is the right of the absolute spirit, and 
the only relations which matter are those in which a higher spiritual 
principle asserts itself. But this is a right to which no state can appeal 
[LPWH]. 

This means that no state can claim to be providentially justified in going to 

war. 

Given Hegel's view that individuality - the "awareness of one's 

existence as a unit in sharp distinction from others", which here manifests 

itself "in the state as a relation to other states, each of which is autonomous 

vis-a-vis the others" [PR §254] - is a moment within the Idea of the state 

itself, it follows that there can be no Weltstaat that would fully comply with the 

condition of statehood as elaborated by him. If individuality implies negation -

difference as self-difference - a Weltstaat is by definition impossible due to 

the absence of external relations - there would be no other states for such a 

state to relate to, so that the 'moment of negation' that defines individuality is 

entirely missing. In other words, a Weltstaat would fall short of being a state in 

the Hegelian sense, since its individuality - as a moment in the Idea of the 

state - necessarily derives from the consciousness of distinction from, as well 

as relation to others [cf. Hegel's remarks on America in this respect, LPWH 

169]. 
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370 

Thus, it must be borne in mind that while states are "completely 

autonomous totalities in themselves• [but not in the sense of 'private 

persons'; PR §330], they are also essentially related to other states, so that a 

position of absolute independence - as often championed by nationalists - is 

not possible. Consider Hegel's remarks on modern states and their 

Unabhiingigkeit 

States in the modern world seek independence of one another, and 
this is their honour [E'hre]. This obstinate tendency toward an absolute 
position of autonomy they have in common with the Greek city-states 
[poleis] ... But despite all the differences between the individual 
states ... there also obtains a unity among them, and therefore we 
should view even political independence as a merely formal 
principle .... 

In other words, 

without relations [Verlliiltnis] with other states, the state can no more 
be an actual individual [lndividuum] than an individual [der Einzelne] 
can be an actual person without a relationship [Relation] with other 

370 persons .... 

The individuality of the state [whether we mean thereby a city-state, 

empire, nation-state, or any other politically organised and governed ethical 

community] - the state's awareness of itself "as a unit in sharp distinction from 

others· - is thus really a relation of self-identity and self-difference, which 

necessitates an 'other'. Individuality and independence implies not only 

negation, but recognition by and of others. States could not exist qua states 

Cf. Hegel's Science of Logic (as cited by Horst Althaus in Hegel: An Intellectual Biography, p.75]: 

I can only recognise myself as this indMdual totality in the consciousness of the other, In so far as I posit 
myself In his consciousness, as an exclusive being In my own right, as a totality of exclusion, as one who aims 
at his life; in so far as I aim at his death I simultaneously expose myself to death, and put my own life at risk. 
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without relations to other states, no more than an individual [ein Einzelwesen] 

could actually exist without relations to other individuals. Indeed, 

the fact that states reciprocally recognize each other as such remains 
even in war - as the condition of rightlessness [Rechtlosigkem, force 
and contingency - a bond whereby they retain their validity for each 
other in their being in and for themselves, so that even in wartime the 
determination of war is that of something which ought to come to an 
end. War accordingly entails the determination of international law 
[V()/kerrech~ that it should preserve the possibility of peace - so that, 
for example, ambassadors should be respected and war should on no 
account be waged either on internal institutions and the peace of 
private and family life, or on private individuals [PR §338]. 371 

The spheres of the family and civil society [die biirgerfiche 

Gesellschaffj remain autonomous spheres, which must be respected even in 

war so that the "possibility of peace· between nations may be preserved.372 

Unlike many Romantic thinkers - e.g. Adam Muller, who maintained that the 

"fire of war should penetrate all the families, all the laws and institutions of 

peacetime life• - Hegel thus opposes what Avineri identifies as the "roots of 

the ideology of total war9.373 Avineri concludes: "this cannot be interpreted as 

the modern concept of a people's nationalist war, which needs the 

concentration of every human effort in the community". Indeed, on the basis 

that the modern state must respect the moral concerns of its citizens, Hegel 

explicitly supports conscientious objection to military service [cf. PR §137A; 

the Mennonites in Prussia, for instance, were exempt from military service 

until 1868]. 

Hegel seems to agree with Kant [Ewiger Frieden, 346/96): 
No state at war with another shall permit such acts of hostility as would make mutual confidence impossible 
during a Mure time of peace. Such acts would include the employment of assassins (percussores) or 
poisoners (venefic1), breach of agreements, the instigation of treason (perdue/lio) within the enemy state, 

372 etc. 
Cf. Kant, Immanuel, Zum Ewigen Frieden, 346/96: 

No state at war with another shall permit such acts of hostility as would make mutual confidence impossible 
during a Mure time of peace. Such acts would include the employment of assassins (percussores) or 
poisoners (venefic1), breach of agreements, the instigation of treason (perduel/io) within the enemy state, 
etc. 

However, as Donald A. Wells points out: "The analyses of how wars have actually been waged ... reveal that virtually no 
nation ever made much of a gesture in the direction of rrving up to these rules•. The War Myth, p.39. 
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It must further be borne in mind that Hegel - despite his apparent rejection 

of perpetual peace - maintained: "in contemporary Europe, every nation is 

limited by another one and cannot, therefore, embark on a course of war 

against another European nation" [VA, Werke XV, p.353]. This, of course, was 

to prove inaccurate. 

373 
Avinerl, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Jon Stewart [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p. 137. 
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iii) The Military Estate 

In his System der Sittlichkeit (1802) Hegel stated that "violence, pure 

terrible dominion ... is necessary and just insofar as it constitutes and preserves 

that state as this actual individualn. The actual, concrete state, in short, has a 

right to defend itself qua this individual state in opposition to others. As Emil 

Brunner noted, we cannot deny this right on moral grounds, without thereby 

denying the state's very existence: 

a State which is not prepared to defend itself by force of arms might just 
as well hand itself over to a more virile State ... To deny, on ethical 
grounds, this elementary right of the State to defend itself by war simply 
means to deny the existence of the State itself.374 

Hegel's comments about the individual in this respect - in his 

Rechtsphilosophie -apply equally to the state qua higher individual (although 

not as "private personn): 

If someone whose life is in danger were not allowed to take measures 
to save himself, he would be destined to forfeit all his rights; and since 
he would be deprived of life, his entire freedom would be negated 
[127 A] ... only the necessity [Not] of the immediate present can justify a 
wrong action, because its omission would in turn involve committing a 
wrong - indeed, the ultimate wrong, namely the total negation of the 
existence of freedom [PR § 127 A]. 

This echoes Montesquieu's view, expressed in his L 'esprit des lois, that 

the life of governments is like that of man. The latter has a right to kill 
in case of natural defence; the former have a right to wage war for 
their own preservation. In the case of natural defence I have a right to 
kill, because my life is in respect to me, what the life of my antagonist 
is to him; in the same manner a state wages war, because its 
preservation is like that of any other being. With individuals the right of 
natural defence does not imply a necessity of attacking. But with 
states the right of natural defence carries along with it sometimes the 
necessity of attacking ... The right therefore of war is derived from 
necessity and strict justice.375 

374 
Brunner Emil The Divine Imperative (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1947) p 469 

375 ' ' . . ' . . 
See Montesquleu, Charles, The Spmtofthe Laws, Bk. X, Ch.11 (New York: P. F. Collier & Sons, 1900). 
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In the Wealth of Nations [with which Hegel was familiar], Adam Smith 

had outlined two ways of maintaining defence in a civilised society: either by 

requiring all able-bodied citizens [or a portion of them] to put in military 

service, or by establishing a standing army of professional soldiers.376 Hegel, 

unlike Kant, who regarded standing armies as a constant sign of aggressive 

intent and hence as an incitement to wars, favours the latter option. 

He notes that, on the one hand, the "military power" in the "modern 

periodn tends to be "solely a product of the civil power, as when all citizens are 

eligible for conscription" [levee en masse]; on the other hand, the armed 

power of the modern state has become a standing army, entrusted with the 

defence of the realm. In relation to the latter Hegel asserts: 

the fact that the armed power of the state becomes a standing army 
and that the vocation [Bestimmung] for the particular task of defending 
it becomes an estate is [a result of] the same necessity whereby its 
other particular moments, interests, and functions become estates 
such as those of marriage, trade and industry, the civil service, 
business etc [PR §326]. 

According to Hegel, the military [defensive] power is both, the state in 

"its outward direction " [the 'civil power' being the "inward aspect" of the state], 

as well as "a specific aspect within the state itself qua 'estate' [Stand] in its 

own right. The military estate" is the universal estate to which the defence of 

the realm is entrusted and its duty is to give existence to the ideality within 

itself; i.e. to sacrifice itself [PR §327 A (Gans)]. 

Since sacrifice for the individuality of the state is the substantial 
relation of everyone and therefore a universal duty, it itself becomes, 
as one aspect of the ideality (as distinct from the reality) of particular 
subsistence [Bestehen], at the same time a particular relation with an 
estate of its own - the estate of valour- attached to it [PR §325]. 
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However, to be ready to sacrifice one's life in the sense that one does 

not fear death is not what Hegel means by courage qua characteristic of the 

military estate. This is the "merely negative" understanding of courage, and as 

such has "no determination" or "value" in relation to the positive purpose and 

content that lends courage its true significance. Robbers, murderers and 

adventurers, too, are ready to sacrifice their lives for the purpose of crime. 

The principle of the modern world - thought and the universal - has 
given a higher form [Gestal~ to valour, in that its expression seems to 
be more mechanical and not so much the deed of a particular person 
as that of a member of a whole. It likewise appears to be directed not 
against individual persons, but against a hostile whole in general, so 
that personal courage appears impersonal. This is why the principle of 
thought has invented the gun, and this invention, which did not come 
about by chance, has turned the purely personal form of valour into a 
more abstract form [PR §328]. 

This also indicates that Hegel regarded the nature of warfare to have 

changed in modernity, becoming less personal. In this way, "modern wars" 

are said to be more 'humanely waged' [cf. PR §338] due to the increasingly 

impersonal nature of warfare and the relation between combatants, a view 

echoing Jean-Jacques Rousseau's (1712-1778) assertion that 

war ... is a relation, not between man and man, but between State and 
State, and individuals are enemies accidentally, not as men, nor even 
as citizens, but as soldiers; not as members of their country, but as its 
defenders. Finally, each State can have as enemies only other 
States.377 

:~ See Smith, Adam, The Wealth of Nations, Bk. V, Ch. I, Part I [New York: Random House, 1937]. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract {New York: Hafner, 1957), Ch. IV. 
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Part Ill 

Towards a Hegelian Critique of German Nationalism: 
Contemporary Nationalism and National Socialism 

Having explored those Grundbegriffe common to the "vocabulary of 

nationalism" and Hegel's terminology - e.g. Volk, Staat, Nation, Familie, etc. - in 

Part/, as well as such expressions as Weltgeschichte, Welthistorische 

lndividuen, and Vorsehung in Part II, and having addressed some of the 

difficulties with interpretation and translation it has given rise to, Part Ill extends 

this analysis to a number of other terms relevant to this investigation, notably 

Vemunft [reason], Recht [also: Rechtsstaa~. Gesetz [law], Macht [power; might 

- also: Gewalt = violence], Freiheit, etc. These expressions constitute an 

intrinsic part of Hegel's Wortschatz, as well as that of modern German 

nationalism. In order to explore the similarities and/or differences between their 

nationalist and Hegelian sense, as well as outlining an interpretation of Hegel's 

political thought, the present Chapter elaborates a 'Hegelian critique' of 

German nationalism with a particular emphasis on a) its contemporary cultural 

and political, and b) later extreme manifestation in National Socialist ideology, 

with which the philosopher's name has been - on my analysis - unjustly linked 

by a number of scholars.378 Such an analysis reveals that Hegel's use and 

meaning concerning these terms differs substantially from that of 

(contemporary and later) nationalists, and b) that this difference rests largely on 

the particularisation of language - the limitation of words such as Volk, Recht, 

378 
It should be noted, however, that I do not seek to elaborate a Hegelian Interpretation of National Socialism, in the 

sense that one might elaborate a "Freudian" interpretation of, say, Shakespeare's Hamlet. I simply Identify and explore 
some of Hegel's criticisms against certain ideas prevalent in his own day, but which can also be identified as 
fundamental to National Socialist ideology. 
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Freiheit and BOrger[and even Mensch) to a severely restricted scope of 

reference by the latter, as opposed to the retention of their universal 

connotations by Hegel. For example, men like Fries and Savigny opposed the 

granting of civil rights to Jews, which implies that their understanding of the 

term citizen - their BOrgerbegriff- differs from that of Hegel, who supported 

Jewish emancipation. This, in tum, is generally indicative of a particular 

conception of the state, as well as the Volk or Nation, but also of law and right 

[e.g. civil rights]. 

Hegel's insights into certain issues touching upon (cultural and political) 

nationalism in Germany can be applied not only to a critique of its 

contemporary, but also to some of its subsequent expressions. Consider, for 

example, Hegel's polemic against the reactionary Ludwig von Haller and his 

advocacy of "might is right" [PR §258; Note; see von Haller's Restauration der 

Staatswissenschaft, vol. I, 342ff.]. He quotes von Haller: 

As in the inorganic world the greater represses the smaller, and the 
mighty, the weak, etc., thus among the animals, too, and then among 
human beings, the same law recurs in nobler forms. 

Hegel asks: "Perhaps frequently also in ignoble forms?" He cites von Haller 

again: "This is thus the eternal, immutable order of God, that the mightier 

rules, must rule, and always will rule". Hegel comments: "One sees from this 

alone, and also from what follows in what sense might is spoken of here: not 

the might of the moral and ethical, but the accidental force of nature". The 

sense in which Haller employs the term 'might' [Macht/Gewal~, is therefore 

criticised by Hegel, which indicates that his use of the same word has very 

different connotations. 
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I maintain that Hegel's arguments against Haller may also be applied 

to a critique of National Socialist ideology - which, of course, endorsed the 

'right of the stronger' - i.e. Hailer's sense of might qua right - as can his 

identification of a certain political and philosophical Denkungsart or rather 

Gesinnung [conviction (Oberzeugung); opinion (AnsichVMeinung)] - a kind of 

modern sophistry - that despises law and reason, while stressing emotion and 

feeling [Gef0h~. immediate knowledge [in the sense of unmediated 

knowledge; unmittelbare Wahmehmung], imagination, subjective opinion, 

and particular conviction - in short, a "papn [Brei] of "heart, friendship and 

enthusiasm".379 On this point, Hegel polemicises against the ultra-liberal Fries 

and his followers for adopting the "principles of the Sophists" and thereby 

seeking to avoid "all the trouble involved in rational insight and cognition, 

guided by the thinking concept" by attributing to feeling what "reason and the 

understanding have laboured over several thousand years" to produce [PR, 

Preface]. In this connection - i.e. with regard to this Gesinnung here criticised 

by Hegel - it is interesting to note what Hermann Rauschning was later to say 

about Hitler: 

His views were a mixture of misunderstood Nietzsche and popularised 
ideas in current philosophy. He seemed to take it for granted that the 
ideas were his own. He had no notion of their actual origin, and 
considered that he had worked them out for himself, and that they 
were inspirations, the product of his solitude in the mountains.380 

379 
Cf. Hitler's view that one "feels the obligation in accordance with the Etemal Will that dominates this universe to 

Promote the victory of the better and stronger, and to demand the submission of the worse and weaker"; as quoted in 
W.c. Langer, The Mind of Adoff Hitler, p.196. 
380 

Rauschning, Hermann, Hitler Speaks, p.220; as quoted In Alan Bullock, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Uves, p. 406. 



Hegel endorses the words of Goethe's Mephistopheles: 

Verachte nur Vernunft und Wissenschaft, 
Des Menschen allerhOchste Kraft, 

LaB nur in Blend- und Zauberwerken 
Dich von dem LOgengeist bestarken, 

So hab' ich dich schon unbedingtl 
[Faust, Part I, 1851-1855]381

• 

Indeed, in the Rechtsphilosophie, first published in 1821, Hegel 

condemns both the reactionary point of view (represented by the philosophies 

of Haller and the legal theories of Hugo and Savigny} and the German 

Patriotic movement. Fries is stigmatised as one of the "ringleaders of 

shallowness", bent on substituting an imaginary tie of enthusiasm and 

friendship for the established order of the state. 

It is not surprising to discover that "Hegel was seldom cited in Nazi

literature itself, and mention of him there was almost uniformly negative"382; 

the Nazi's themselves had little or no time for Hegel's political philosophy with 

its emphasis on Recht [right], Gesetz [law] and Vemunft [reason] - and, 

indeed, Wahrheit [truth] - since Nazism - on my analysis - was primarily 

propelled by irrationality and lawlessness - the "non-recognition of right" [Cf. 

VPR 19, 194-196; Cf. VPR 1, 322] - which, according to Allen Wood, 

amounts to "the rejection of the claims of human reason in the social and 

political sphere".383 As Hitler said: "Passion alone will give to him, who is 

381 
In his Preface to the Rechtsphifosophie [xii; 9) Hegel cites the first two lines - Verachte nur Verstand und 

Wissenschaft/Des Menschen allerhOchste Gaben - and the last two lines [incorrectly) - so hast dem Teufel dich 
ergeben/und muBt zugrunde gehn. Goethe's words read: Und hatt' er sich auch nicht dem Teufel Obergeben/Er mOBte 
doch zugrunde gehnl (Faust, Part I, 1866-1867). 
:see Allen W. Wood's Notes to Hegel'~ Elements of the Phil~sophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbet, p.xxx. 

See Allen W. Wood's Notes to Hegel s Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbet, p. 394. 
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chosen by her, the words that, like beats of a hammer, are able to open the 

doors to the heart of a people·.384 

According to Hegel, 

Hatred of law, of legally determined right, is the shibboleth whereby 
fanaticism, imbecility, and hypocritical good intentions manifestly and 
infallibly reveal themselves for what they are, no matter what disguise 
they may adopt [PR, §258A].385 

The law [das Gesetz] is, therefore,"the chief shibboleth by which the 

false brethren and friends of the so-called 'people' give themselves away

[PR, Preface, xvii]. Hegel thus opposes and rejects what George Orwell 

would later call "the totalitarian idea that there is no such thing as law, there is 

only power ... ".386 Indeed, he realised that the invocation of the laws of nature 

or the rights of the stronger usually serves to cloak the principle that the 

stronger is always right.387 

If one considers the most influential "propaganda formulae" of 

National Socialism [Nationalsozialismus] - which Detlev Peukert lists as 

a) introspection instead of intellect388
; 

b) feeling instead of analysis; 
c) 'community' [here in the sense of an ideologically homogenous and 

socially conformist Volksgemeinschaft- or, at least, the illusion 
thereof-] instead of social contradiction; 

d) ideals instead of interests; 

384 
As quoted by Walter C. Langer In The Mind of Adolf Hitler, p.208. 

385 
"Hatred of the Jaw, of legally determined right, is the shibboleth whereby fanaticism, imbecility, and hypocritical good 

~ntions manifestly and infallibly reveal themselves for what they are, no matter what disguise they may adopr. 

387 
Orwell, George, "England your England", In Inside the Whale and Other Essays, p.71. 
Cf. Rousseau, J. J., The Social Contract, Bk. I, Ch. Ill; p.52: 

[Once] might is made right, cause and effect are reversed, and every force which overcomes another force 
inherits the right which belonged to the vanquished. As soon as man can disobey with impunity, his 
disobedience becomes legitimate; and as the strongest is always right, the only problem is how to become 
the strongest. But what can be the validity of a right which perishes with the force on which it rests? If force 
compels obedience, there is no need to invoke a duty to obey, and If force ceases to compel obedience, 
there is no longer any obligation. Th~ the word "righr ~dds nothing to what is said by "force"; ft is 
meaningless ... Surely It must be admitted, then, that might does not make right, and that the duty of 
obedience is owed only to legitimate powers. 

388 
Cf. Hitler on the "intellecr: 

"Of secondary importance is the training of mental abilities"; 
"Overeducated people, stuffed with knowledge and intellect, but bare of any sound instlncr 
"The intellect has grown autocratic, and has become a disease of life." 

As quoted in Walter C. Langer, The Mind of Adolf Hitler, p.32 
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e) homeland [Heima~ instead of civil society [bOrgerfiche 
Gesellschaft], '389 

and also 
f) might instead of right-

it becomes apparent that they can be subjected to a "Hegelian critique", since 

the philosopher criticised these very notions and sentiments - as well as the 

various motives or intentions behind them - in his own time [i.e. the early 

nineteenth century), which is generally regarded as the breeding ground of 

modern nationalism. Herbert Marcuse's (retrospective) profile of the 

nationalist movement he saw condemned by Hegel in his day makes visible 

the overlapping aspects - the similarities - of its Denkungsart and that of 

Nazism: 

There was much talk of freedom and of equality, but it was a freedom that 
would be the vested privilege of the Teutonic race alone, and an equality 
that meant general poverty and privation. Culture was looked upon as the 
holding of the rich and of the alien, made to corrupt and soften the people. 
Hatred of the French went along with hatred of the Jews, Catholics, and 
"nobles". The movement cried for a truly "German war", so that Germany 
might unfold "the abundant wealth of her nationality.• It demanded a 
"saviour" to achieve German unity, one to whom "the people will forgive all 
sins". It burned books and yelled woe to the Jews. It believed itself above the 
law and the constitution because "there is no law to the just cause". The 
state was built from "below" through the sheer enthusiasm of the masses, 
and the "natural" unity of the Volk was to supersede the stratified order of 
state and society. It is not difficult to recognise in these "democratic" slogans 
the ideology of the fascist Vo/ksgemeinscha'ft. There is, in point of fact, a 
much closer relation between the historical role of the Burschenscha'ften, 
with their racism and anti-rationalism, and National Socialism, than there is 
between Hegel's position and the latter. Hegel wrote his Philosoph~f Right 
as a defence of the state against this pseudo-democratic ideology. 

Hegel's critique of the kind of cultural or Romantic nationalism of his 

day and its call to return to the old German values - the reverence for 

tradition, national heritage, old law etc. - contains further important insights 

relevant not only to an understanding concerning National Socialism, but 

389 
Peukert Oetlev Inside Nazi Germany, p.243. 

390 ' ' 
Marcuse, H., Reason and Revolution, p.179ff. 
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also, for example, to modern Irish cultural nationalism where these issues - as 

in the nineteenth-century German context - played an important role in terms 

of the struggle for cultural and national identity. The importance of language, 

for instance, was stressed by Thomas Davis: 

A people without a language of its own is only half a nation. A nation 
should guard its language more than its territories, 'tis a surer barrier 
and a more important frontier than mountain or river.391 

Padraig Pearse linked the Irish language with "revolutionary 

nationalism", asserting that he wanted Ireland "not merely free but Gaelic as 

well, not merely Gaelic but free as well". With these words, according to F.S.L. 

Lyons, Pearse "consecrated, as it were, the union of language and 

nationality". In the early nineteenth century, Jakob Grimm had already argued 

that language constitutes the nation [die Nation]. In his G6ttinger Antrittsrede 

"De desiderio patriae" [13 November 1830], Grimm made the following 

remarks: "das Band der Vaterlandsliebe", he argues, manifests itself nowhere 

as strongly as "in der Gemeinsamkeit der Sprache"; "der allgemeine 

Sprachbesitz ... hat das BewuBtsein unserer Deutschheit [ ... ] erhoben und 

gekraftigt"; "geistiges AufblOhen und politisches Erstarken eines Volks 

scheinen mit der Entwicklung seiner Sprache innig zusammenzuhangen·. He 

concludes with the view that "Deutschland erhalten heiBt also auch, alles auf 

die Pflege und Ausbildung deutscher Sprache wenden" [Vol. 5, p.480]. In 

other words, Grimm construed a basic, fundamental relationship between the 

German language [deutsche Sprache], the German Volk [deutsche Volk], 

and Germany [Deutschlandj, just as e.g. Davis and Pearse did in terms of the 

Irish language, the Irish people and Ireland. 

391 
As quoted in Eileen O'Brien, Modem Ireland, 1886-1966 (Dublin: Mentor Publications, 1995), p. 51; consider also 

that Hegel does not regard "rivers• and •oceans" as "natural borders•, but rather as furthering communication, cultural 
exchange, and "trade" between peoples (Volketl; PR §247. 
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In this connection, one might also mention the attempts by Irish 

cultural nationalists of the nineteenth and early twentieth century to revive the 

old Celtic imagery, the pagan past and its gods and heroes [Cuchulainn; 

Oisin, Diarrnaid; Grainne, Niamh, etc.]; the glories of the Celts etc. to further 

and consolidate national identity and unity. 392 Consider, for instance, some of 

the early writings of William Butler Yeats (1865-1939), which may be likened, 

in this respect to those of Klopstock and Korner (amongst others): the former 

attempted to revive the old Germanic imagery and celebrate the Germanic 

heroes [e.g. Hermann] of bygone-days, while the latter sought to stir patriotic 

sentiments with his poetry - especially during the Wars of Liberation 

[Befreiungskriege] against Napoleon [1813-1815]. Indeed, the 

writings of Korner and Yeats appear to have had some actual effect as 

"patriotic literature"393
• Klopstock, according to Goethe, was less successful -

he 

tried Arminius, but the subject lies too far off; nobody feels any 
connection with it or knows what to make of it, accordingly it has never 
been popular or produced any results.394 

392 
But consider also the "retrospective Idealisation" and "romanticisation" concerning e.g. the "British Empire" and the 

role of the "British Forces" during the Second World War. 
393 

"I will not deny that Arndt, Komer, and Ruckert have had some effect", said Goethe; in Peter Eckermann, 
Conversations with Goethe, p. 359 (1830); the 'older' Yeats reflected on his play Cathleen NI Houlihan: "Did that play 
of mine send out/Certain men the English shot?"; see A.N. Jeffares, WB. Yeats: Man and Poet (1949), pp.137-8. 
According to F.S.L. Lyons, 

The emotional impact [ of the play) on the audience was Intense and at least one observer went home asking 
himself if such plays should be produced "unless one was prepared to go out to shoot and be shot". 

~~ns, F .LS., Ireland since the Famine, p. 241. 
Eckermann Johann Peter, GesprtJche mit Goethe, 1826, p.140; Arminius (18 BC -19 AD) Is the Latinised form of 

Hermann chief of the German tribe of the Cherusci; leader of the insurrection against the Romans under Varius, who 
Were def~ated at the battle of the "Teutoburger Wald" (9 AD). 
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Hegel agrees: 

this imagery is not that of Germans today. The project of restoring to a 
nation [Volk] an imagery once lost was always doomed to failure ... The 
old German imagery has nothing in our day to connect or adapt itself 
to; it stands as cut off from the whole circle of our ideas, opinions, and 
beliefs, and is as strange to us as the imagery of Ossian or of India 
[ETW 149]. 395 

To those of his contemporaries who idealised their pagan Germanic 

ancestors and their original freedom and ancient law, Hegel has the following 

to say: 

before the Germanics [die Germanen] adopted the Christian principles, they 
had lived in a state of barbarism. Their pagan religion was superficial and 
lacking essential contents ... Germanic law is not true law, for under it murder 
is not a crime from the point of view of moral values, but merely a private 
offence compensated by a payment of damages ... The Germanic individual is 
free, but free as the wild animal is free, possessing no value as a moral 
being ... Ever since Tacitus, much has been said of the ancient original liberty 
of the Germanics. But woe to us were we to confuse this state of savagery 
and barbarism with a state of liberty, and let us not be induced to follow 
Rousseau's fallacy, who saw in the wild American Indians the embodiment of 
liberty [Vorlesungen Ober die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte, ed. G. Lassen 
(Leipzig: 1920), p.775; as cited by Shlomo Avineri, "Hegel and Nationalism·, 
in Stewart, Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.126). 396 

Hitler, on the other hand, sought to "regain the freedom of the 

Germanic Siegfried" and "free men from the restraint of an intelligence that 

395 
It is Interesting to note that an Ossianic Society was established in Ireland in 1853. Attempts to keep the Irish 

language alive prior to the founding of the Gaelic League in 1893 (Including also the establishment of the Koyal Irish 
Academy (1795) and the Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language (1877) were not primarily "revivalist", but 
rather "preservationisr. The Gaelic League, however, despite the Insistence of its first president Douglas Hyde, that the 
movement was non-political, soon became a political force. As PAdraig Pearse said: "We never meant to be Gaelic 
leaguers and only Gaelic Leaguers". Sprachenpofitik was, therefore, as much an issue in relation to "Irish" as 
"German• nationalism [e.g. as espoused by Jakob Grimm and other "language enthusiasts"; this is discussed in greater 
detail under the heading "Hegel, the German language and the FremdwtJrterfrage" in Part q. The League, as Eileen 
O'Brien points out, "provided a strong argument for the recognition of Ireland as a separate nation, and was thus 
instrumental in driving a deeper wedge between North and South, Unionist and Nationalist. To be able to speak Irish 
Was to become the hallmark of the true Irish patrior. Op. cit., p.53. Mark Tierney describes the League as both • the 
~eway to political and revolutionary activity" a~d •a s~ool for rebellion;_ Ibid .. 

However, Rousseau ultimately rejects this kind of anarchic freedom , Indeed, man should "constantly bless the 
happy hour that lifted him for ever from the state of nature and from a stupid, limited animal made a creature of 
Intelligence and a man", The Social Contract, Bk. I, Ch. VIII, trans. Maurice Cranston, p.65; 

The passing from the state of natur~ t~ the civil 5?Ciety_ prod~ces a remarkable change in man; it puts justice 
as a rule of conduct In the place of instinct, and gives his actions the moral quality they previously lacked. It is 
only then, when the voice of duty ~as taken the place of physical impulse, and right that of desire, that man, 
who has hitherto thought only of himself, finds himself compelled to act on other principles, and to consult his 
reason rather than study his Inclinations [Ibid., p.64) 
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has taken charge; from the dirty and degrading modification of a chimera 

called conscience and morality". 397 

Furthermore, Hegel, as mentioned earlier, did not regard language, 

culture, custom and tradition as necessary determinations of the modem 

state at all, but rather as accidents: 

in our day the tie between members of a state in respect of manners, 
education, language, may be rather loose or even non-existent. 
Identity in these matters, once the foundation of a people's union, is 
now to be reckoned amongst the accidents whose character does not 
hinder a mass from constituting a public authority ... Thus dissimilarity in 
culture and manners is a necessary product as well as a necessary 
condition of the stability of modem states [FS, Werke I, pp.477-8]398• 

National Socialism, of course, declared itself an enemy of such 

dissimilarity in culture and manners, and drew a sharp distinction between the 

German Volk and Volksfremde - which became synonymous with Vo/ksfeinde 

- on a) racial; b) socio-political; and c) cultural grounds. Racial considerations, 

however, dominated decisions as to which individual or group of individuals 

was to be regarded as fremdto the German Volksgemeinschaft. And, as is 

well known, the Jews came to be portrayed as the community aliens par 

excellence. 

Hegel, of course, criticised the anti-Jewish attitudes prevalent in his 

own day and supported equal rights of citizenship for Jews - who are, above 

all, uhuman beings" [Menschen; PR §270; 226; Note] - at a time when the 

Burschenschaften refused to accept Jewish students as members. According 

to Hegel, uder Mensch gilt so, weil er Mensch ist, nicht weil er Jude, Katholik, 

Protestant, Deutscher, ltaliener u.s.f. ist" [PR §209;180]. Compare his views 

on this matter with those of Fries: 

397 
See Walter c. Langer, The Mind of Adolf Hitler, p.194. 

398 
As cited by Shlomo Avlnerl, "Hook's Hegel", In Kaufmann, Walter [ed.], Hege/'s Political Philosophy, p.74. 
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Jews can be subjects to our government, but as Jews they can never 
become citizens of our people, for as Jews they want to be a distinct 
people, and so they necessarily separate themselves from our 
German national community [von unserer deutschnationalen 
Gemeinschaffj ... So the Jewish caste, wherever it has been admitted, 
has always had over the whole people, above and below, from the 
highest to the lowest, a frightful demoralising power. Here is the most 
important moment of this whole affair: that this caste should be 
extirpated root and branch, since of all societies and states, secret or 
public, it is plainly the most dangerous. 399 

Fries further asserts that" Jewry" [Judenschaffj is a "disease of peoples• [eine 

VOlkerkrankheit, Ibid. 248] and that "the Jewish religion ... ought not to be 

tolerated" [Ibid. 251]. 

It thus becomes apparent that Hegel was critical of certain ideas and 

sentiments here identified as basic to "nationalism" in its varying cultural and 

political manifestations. Part Ill, therefore, seeks to elaborate a critique of 

modem German nationalism from a Hegelian point of view, making use of the 

philosopher's arguments and critical reflections, with particular emphasis on 

National Socialism. In this way I endeavour to lend further credence to the 

claim that Hegel was not an advocate of nationalism, given his consistent 

critique of its fundamental ideas and sentiments, and, more particularly, that 

"Hegel's basic concepts are hostile to the tendencies that have led into fascist 

theory and practice". 400 

399 Fries, J.F ., Ober die Gefahrdung des Wohlstandes und Characters der Deutschen durch die Juden, pp. 3, 12, 1 o-
lJd 18. 

Marcuse, Herbert, Reason and Revolution, Preface, p.vii. 
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1. The Demise of Reason and Truth 

There is no such thing as truth, either in the moral or in the scientific sense. 

- Adolf Hitler -

The world shall be as I wish it. 

- Novalis-

In the Preface to his Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel condemns the 

principles [die Prinzipien] adopted by J.F.Fries and his followers -

characterised by the "subjective contingency of opinions and arbitrariness 

[WillkOrl"401
- as those of the Sophists [Gk., sophos = wise], "as we find them 

so clearly described by Plato"402
: 

[T]hese principles identify what is right with subjective ends and 
opinions, with subjective feeling and particular conviction, and they 
lead to the destruction of inner ethics and the upright conscience, of 
love and right among private persons, as well as the destruction of 
public order and the laws of the state ... As a result, the concepts of 
truth and the laws of ethics are reduced to mere opinions and 
subjective convictions, and the most criminal principles - since they, 
too, are convictions - are accorded the same status as those laws; 
and in the same way, all objects, however barren and particular 
[partikul~r], and all materials, however arid, are accorded the same 
status as what constitutes the interest of all thinking people and the 
bonds of the ethical world [PR, Preface, p. 18]. 

Like Plato, Hegel thus seems to condemn Sophistry [die Sophistere1]- i.e. its 

principles and rhetoric- based on the distinction between (objective) 'truth' 

[aA&TrJ&1a1Bletheia = truth, reality, undeceptiveness; "what is knowable rather 

401 The German Willkar means both "freedom of choice• and "arbitrariness•. However, during the eighteenth century, 
Willkarin the derogatory sense of "caprice, acting as one pleases without regard to others• [see lnwood, Michael, A 
Hegel Dictionary, p.311] became the "primary sense• of the term. 
402 Cf. Plato, Gorgias 463a-465d; Republic 493a-495e; Sophist 217a-218a. According to Metz/ers Philosophie 
Lexikon: 

Als Sophisten werden .•. Pe~one~ bezeichnet, der~n Re~e die HOrer durch TrugschlOBe und sogar LOgen 
verwirkt. In diesem VersUlndnlS m1Bbrauchen Soph1Sten die Weisheit [sophia), deren Vertreter sie zu sein 
behaubten [p.550). 
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than merely opinionable1403 and (subjective) 'opinion' [oo,Cltdoxa], defining 

the latter as 

eine subjektive Vorstellung [representation], ein beliebiger Gedanke, 
eine Einbildung, die ich so oder so und ein anderer anders haben 
kann; - eine Meinung ist mein, sie ist nicht ein in sich allgemeiner, und 
und fur sich seiender Gedanke [VGP, Werke XVIII, p.30].404 

An opinion is thus regarded as subjective405 and arbitrary: subjective 

in the sense of expressing only personal whims and particular convictions, 

403
See lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p.298; Plato used the expressions aletheia lalethes in the senses of a) 

reality as opposed to illusion, and b) truth as opposed to error and lies. Etymologically, aletheia derives from a [alpha 
privativum • not], and lethos/lethe [also /anthano • to be hidden/undisclosed]; In the Meno, Plato speaks of 
"metaphysical truth" - he elethei ton onton [86b1]- and in the Phaedo of "practical truth" - he eletheia ton pragmaton 
~e6J, Cf. Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, pp.16-17. 

An opinion is •a subjective representation [Vorstellung], a random thought, a fancy, which I can form in any way 1 
like, while someone else can do it differently. A Meinung is mein; it is not an intrinsically universal thought that is in and 
for itself." The quote continues: "But philosophy is objective science of truth, science of the necessity, conceptual 
cognition, not opinion and spinning of opinions". 

It should be noted, that Meinung is !1Q1 etymologically related to mein. Hegel relates these terms in order to 
emphasise the •subjectivity", "arbitrariness", and, in this sense, "idiosyncrasy" of opinions. 
405 

According to Hegel, "The subjective, as far as the will in general is concerned, denotes the will's self-conscious 
aspects, its Individuality [Einzelhei(J as distinct from its concept, which has being in itsetr [PR §25]. In the 
Rechtsphi/osophie (Hotho's Addition), Hegel identifies three senses of the term 'subjective': 

If we ... consider the term 'subjective', this may denote an end peculiar to a specific subject. In this sense, a 
very bad work of art which does not fulfil its purpose [Sache) is purely subjective. But the same term may also 
be applied to the content of the will, and it is then roughly synonymous with 'arbitrary': a subjective content is 
one which belongs only to the subject. Thus bad actions, for example, are merely subjective. - But in addition 
we may also describe as subjective that pure empty 'I' which has only itself as its object [GegenstandJ and 
which possesses the power to abstract from any further content. Thus, subjectivity may have a wholly 
particular [partiku/Sre] significance, or It may mean something eminently justified, since everything, which I am 
to recognise, also has the task of becoming mine and gaining its validity in me. Such is the infinite greed of 
subjectivity, which collects and consumes everything within the simple source of the pure 'I'. 

Michael lnwood summarises these three senses of "subjektiv" and "Subjektivitat" as follows: 
a) pertaining to the human subject in general; 
b) pertaining to a specific, individual human subject, hence 'personal', 'idiosyncratic', [and) 
c) one-sided, biased, partial. 

Cf. lnwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, p.281. 
Hegel does not, however, identify truth [Wahrhei(J with "objectivity" [Objektivita(J - truth is rather the 

"agreement of the subjective and the objective", the "identity of Thinking and Being•. Absolute Truth "is identified with 
God, the Absolute, the Idea, Geist, so that, strictly speaking, 'the truth is the whote• [Cf. Ibid.]. 

Again, Hegel (Hotho's Addition) Identifies three senses of th_e term "objektiv": 
We may understand by It everything which we make our ob}ect [uns gegenstandlich), whether such objects 
are actual existences [Existenzen] or are mere thoughts which we set up in opposition to ourselves. But we 
also comprehend [under objectivity] the immediacy of existence [Dasein] in which the end is to be realised: 
even If the end is itself wholly particular [partikular] and subjective, we nevertheless call it objective as soon as 
It makes Its appearance. But the objective will is also that in which truth is present. Thus the will of God the 
ethical will, is objective. Finally, we may ~lso d~c~be as objective the will which Is completely fmmers~d in Its 
object [Objekt], such as the will of the chd~, which IS found~d on trust and lacks subjective freedom, and the 
will of the slave, which does not yet know itself as free and Is consequently a will with no will of Its own. In this 
sense, every will whose actions are guided by an alien authority and which has not yet completed Its infinite 
return Into Itself is objective. 

According to Michael lnwood, the term "Obfe~ivitar "has two _corresponding senses In Hegel: (1) reality and (2) 
impartiality." And, In the latter sense, objectivity "may be practical as well as cognitive, e.g. Impersonal rules, in contrast 
to one's personal whims" (Ibid., p.20~). Heg~l's ~pr~ferred s~nse of _objektiv", lnwood notes, is "thoughts that are not 
merely our thoughts, but are equally in the thing in itself of things [DmgeJ and of the objective [des Gegenstandlichen) in 
general" [Enc. I §41A.2]. 
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and arbitrary [willkOrlich] in that it is a) capricious [in the sense of expressing a 

mere opinion], and b) self-contradictory. In fact, arbitrariness [WillkOr] is "the 

will as contradiction" [PR § 15]. Thus, an arbitrary opinion [willkOrliche 

Meinung] cannot be true insofar as it is self-contradictory. The same holds for 

public opinion [die Offentliche Meinung]: 

Formal subjective freedom, whereby individuals as such entertain and 
express their own judgements, opinions, and counsels on matters of 
universal concern, makes its collective appearance in what is known 
as public opinion. In the latter, the universal in and for itself, the 
substantial and the true, is linked with its opposite, with what is distinct 
in itself [dem fur sich Eigentamlichen] as the particular opinions of the 
many. This existence [Existenz] [of public opinion] is therefore a 
manifest self-contradiction, an appearance of cognition; in it, the 
essential is just as immediately present as the inessential [PR §316]. 

As Shakespeare says in Troi/us and Cressida [Ill.iii]: 

A plague on opinion! 
A man may wear it on both sides, like a leather jerkin. 

Ordinary language acknowledges this arbitrary, self-contradictory nature of 

opinions by describing them as half-baked or luke warm [lauwann]. However, 

as Hegel points out, "reason [Vemunft] is not content with an approximation", 

i.e., an approximation to truth, "which, as something 'neither.cold nor hot' it 

'spews out of its mouth' •. 406 As such, an opinion is inferior to knowledge 

[e1runeµ&A!Jpisteme; Wissen] - it is characterised by pure subjectivity, 

indeterminacy, and changeability: 

Der Meinung oder dem Meinen werden die Eigenschaften des rein 
Subjektiven, Unbestimmten und Veranderlichen, sowie das 
Verhaftetsein and die sinnliche Wahrnehmung zugeschrieben. Damit 
ist die Meinung gegenuber dem Wissen ein defizieter Modus der 
Erkenntnistatig keit. 407 

406 
Cf. Revelation [3:16]: •so then because thou art lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spew thee 

out of my mouth". 
407 

Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, p.355: In his P~llnom~nologie, Hegel had stated that an opinion cannot grasp the 
necessary connection between the 'reality of Geist' and its 'sensual existence' [sinnliches Casein]; cf. Ibid. 
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According to Hegel, the "realm of opinions" [das Reich der Ansichten] 

- i.e. the sphere of superficiality- has been well described by K.W.F. Solger 

(1780-1819) as "ein Denken, das sich nach jeder Gestalt der Erfahrung, nach 

jedem Treiben der Zeit modelt... ". This way of thinking, in short, is 'tempered 

to the prevailing winds'; in fact, it flees [zu ffiehen] from every "objectivity of 

truth" [a/Jes Objektive der Wahrf1ei~. Those who adopt it-the Sophists - have 

been aptly described by Plato as men in charge of a great beast who will 

study the habits of the animal and find out how to manage it. Good will be 

what the beast likes, and bad will be what arouses its temper. For Hegel, 

"miserable Sophistry" [PR §140, p.179] is primarily characterised by the 

vanity, "welche das Eitle, die Zuffalligkeit des GefOhls und das Belieben des 

Meinens zum absoluten Prinzip dessen, was Recht und Pflicht, Glaube und 

Wahrheit sei, erhebt". 

That one may feel completely convinced about something, need not 

be doubted. However, as Jacobi once noted [as quoted by Hegel in PR §140; 

Notes, p.178]: 

[H]ow many people proceed from such felt conviction to commit the 
gravest misdeeds! Thus, if anything may be excused on such 
grounds, no rational judgement of good and evil or of honourable and 
contemptible decisions is any longer possible; delusion then has equal 
rights with reason, or rather reason no longer has any rights or valid 
authority [Ansehen] whatsoever; its voice is an absurdity; he who has 
no doubts is the possessor of truth! 408 

The criterion of what is right cannot be determined by means of one's 

subjective conviction, however strongly held - it can, after all, be wrong. As 

Hegel says: 

408 
Jacobi, F .H. to Count Holmer, Eutin, 5 August 1800, commenting on Count Stolberg's change of retigion. 
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For to err is human, and who has not been mistaken about this or that 
circumstance, about whether there was cabbage or Sauerkraut with 
yesterday's lunch, and about countless matters of greater and lesser 
importance? [PR § 140, p.179]. 

Those who maintain, therefore, that particular and subjective convictions or 

opinions are the criterion of right, seek to obfuscate the distinction between 

the important and the unimportant. As Hegel points out, "if subjectivity of 

conviction and adherence to such conviction are the sole criterion", this 

distinction "disappears" [PR § 140 ff.]. Moreover, if we accept the "principle of 

justification on grounds of conviction", it becomes apparent, "as far as the 

mode of action of other people in relation to my own action is concerned", that 

if their faith and conviction make them regard my action as crimes, 
they are quite right to do so - a consequence whereby I am not only 
denied all credit in advance, but am on the contrary simply reduced 
from a position of freedom and honour to a situation of unfreedom and 
dishonour ... [PR, Ibid., p.180 ff.] 

On this point we may consider, for instance, de Wette's letter to the 

mother of Karl Sand, following his arrest for the murder of August Friedrich 

Ferdinand von Kotzbue (1761-1819), in which he holds that when one acts 

"according to his best conviction, he will do the best" - this view is clearly 

rejected by Hegel [although he was no friend of the reactionary Kotzbue]: 

nobody has the right to take my life on the basis of his subjective and 

arbitrary conviction, however firmly held: • Jeder macht sich ein Urteil, ob ich 

verdiene zu leben - Sand - eine elender Kerl - ob ich es sei - soll nur ich das 

wahrhafte Urteil haben. lch am wenigsten".409 Indeed, as Hegel says: "No 

matter how passionately an opinion" - or a conviction - " is held or how 

seriously it is asserted or attacked or contested, this is no criterion of what is 

really at issue ... " And, he argues, modem philosophy has contributed to the 

409 
See GPR, §70, p.351 [Hegel's elgenhllndige Randbemerkungen in seinem Handexemplar der Rechtsphtlosophie]. 

272 



obfuscation concerning what is really at issue - the truth - by establishing the 

principle 

that truth itself cannot be known [erkannt], but that truth consists in 
what wells up from each individuals heart, emotion, and enthusiasm in 
relation to ethical subjects, particularly in relation to the state, 
government, and constitution [PR, Preface, xv].410 

This Gesinnung, 

die Zufl1/ligkeit und Willktirdes subjektiven Gefuhls und seines 
Meinens, mit der Bi/dung der Reflexion verbunden, welche es sich 
erweist, daB der Geist des Wissens von Wahrheit unfl1hig sei, ist seit 
alter Zeit her Sophisterei genannt warden, 

and manifests itself as "Har.. des Den kens - die Misologie, von der schon 

Platen spricht" [BS, Werke XI, p.59]. It follows that truth and reason are 

"arraigned, belittled and condemned". However, as far as Hegel is concerned, 

those who speak philosophically of right, morality, and ethics and at 
the same time seek to exclude thought, appealing instead to feeling, 
heart, emotion, and inspiration, bear witness to the profound contempt 
into which thought and science have fallen; for in their case, science 
itself, having sunk into despair and total lassitude, even adopts 
barbarism and thoughtlessness as its principle and does everything it 
can to rob mankind of all truth, worth, and dignity [PR §21]. 

For it is, above all, the "recognition of truth" [Erkenntnis der Wahrheit] - or 

"God" - which raises man above the animal, characterises him qua man, and 

ensures his happiness, according to Plato and Aristotle, as well as Christian 

teaching [BS, Werke XI, "Vorrede zu Hinrichs Religionsphilosophie", p.822]. 

Thought is ... essential to humanity. It is this that distinguishes us from 
the brutes. In sensation, cognition, and intellection, in our instincts and 
volitions, as far as they are truly human, Thought is an invariable 
element. 

410 
Hegel compares those who hold this view - I.e. that "truth itself cannot be known• - to Pontius Pflate, 

wie er Christus das Wort Wahrheit nennen hOrte, erwiderte er dies mit der Frage: Was ist Wahrheit? _ in dem 
Sinne als einer der mit solchem Worte fertig sei und ~sse, daB es keine Erkenntnis der Wahrheit gebe. So 
1st das, was von jener fOr des Schmahlichste, U~rdrgste geg?lten hat, der Erkenntnis der Wahrheit [zu) 
entsagen, von unseren Zeiten zum Mchsten Tnumphe des Ge1stes erhoben worden [Enc Ill, §502, p.312). 
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Hegel, in short, rejects "die Manier des unmittelbaren BewuBtseins 

und GefUhls", because it makes "inner enthusiasm, and the emotions, i.e. the 

form of particularity as such ... the criterion of what is right, rational and 

excellent" [PR §126]. That is to say, it makes "Subjektivitat, Zuffalligkeit und 

Willkur des Wissens zum Prinzip". It follows that, for Hegel, "our natural or 

intensified feelings, our own heart and enthusiasm" cannot constitute the 

"source of right" [Que//e des Rechts; PR §2]: 

When right has come into existence [Dasein] in the form of law, it has 
being for itself; as opposed to particular volitions and opinions with 
regard to right, it is self-sufficient and has to assert itself as universal 
[PR §219]. 

Consequently, "das Gelten des Rechts kann nicht davon abhangig gemacht 

werde, ob der eine so meinte und mOchte- oder so". Of course, in modernity, 

I have the right [das Rech~ "to recognise nothing that I do not perceive as 

rational..." Indeed, this is "the highest right of the subject" [PR §132] in 

modernity: 

The right of the subject's particularity to find satisfaction, or - to put it 
differently - the right of subjective freedom, is the pivotal and focal 
point in the difference between antiquity and the modern age [PR 
§124]. 

However, through its subjective determination it is only a formal right, "and the 

right of the rational - as the objective - over the subject remains firm:y 

established" - "because of its formal determination, insight is equally capable 

of being true and of being mere opinion and error' [PR §132]. In other 

words, something can be true without being realised or understood 

[eingesehen] by an individual.411 And, as Goethe notes, "der lrrtum ist viel 

411 d eh · I d' 'd · ht · "Es kann etwas sehr wahr sein und o von etnem n IvI uum n,c eIngesehen werden" [GPR, Zusatz, § 132, 
p.397; Hegel's eigenhandlge Randbemerkung]. 

"The right to recognise nothing that I do not _perceive as rational is the highest right of the subject, but by 
virtue of its subjective determination, it is at the s~me time formal; ~n the other hand, the right of the retionaf - as the 
objective - over the subject remains firmly established. Because of its formal determination, insight is equally capable of 
being true and of being mere opinion and emJr. • 
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leichter zu erkennen, als die Wahrheit zu finden; jener liegt auf der 

Oberflache, damit laBt sich wohl fertigwerden; diese ruht in der Tiefe, danach 

zu forschen ist nichtjedermann Sache".412 

Hegel further identifies the law [das Gesetz] - i.e. "das Objektive und 

Allgemeine" - as the main enemy of "that feeling which reserves the right to 

do as it pleases" - i.e. "the conscience which identifies right with subjective 

conviction". The law [das Gesetz] is, therefore, "the chief shibboleth by which 

the false brethren and friends of the so-called 'people' give themselves away 

[PR, Preface, xvii]. 

Hegel's critique of Fries and other like-minded thinkers on these 

points can be applied to National Socialism as a particular (and extreme) 

manifestation of modern nationalism: like the Romantic and liberal movement 

of the early nineteenth century, it was in revolt against reason; it rejected the 

concept of [universal/objective] law - consider, for instance, Alfred 

Rosenberg's assertion that, for National Socialism, "there is no law as 

such"413
, or Otto Greiser's remarks about National Socialist "law": 

In the totalitarian National Socialist state, the subjective law of the 
National Socialist state must take the place of objective law, since the 
National Socialist outlook is not based on objective treatment, but on 
subjective assent. The National Socialist State must have National 
Socialist law.414 

As Gustav Radbruch rightly notes, Nazi laws do not "partake of the character 

of law at all; they were not just wrong law, but were not law of any kind"415• 

Examples are: 

measures authorising the treatment of some humans as sub-human 
and the undifferentiated infliction of a single punishment (death) for a 
wide range of offence from motives of pure deterrence ... 

412 As cited in Kramer, W. & Trenkler, G., Lexikon der popularen lrrtamer, p. 71. 
413 As quoted in Kershaw, Ian, Hitler: Hubris, p. 383. 
414 Greiser, Otto, 21 Nov. 1933, League of Nations Official Journal, xv. 
415 As cited In Kelly, John, A HistoryofWestem Legal Theory, p.419. 
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Martin Heidegger even identified Hitler, not only with the law, but with reality 

as such: "the Fuhrer himself, and he alone, is Germany's reality and law 

today and in the future"416
• Of course, as Piers Brendon points out, "Hitler had 

his own reality to which everything had to conform, including supposedly 

objective circumstancesn.417 Thus, Hitler's word and his world-view 

[Weltanschauung] - his subjective, arbitrary and particular opinions, 

convictions etc. - became law, truth and reality in Nazi Germany. These 

words consequently lost their common meaning and universal sense in the 

context of a special National Socialist vocabulary. 

It thus becomes apparent that Hegel - not unlike Plato before him, and 

the opponents of National Socialism after him - saw himself confronted - in his 

day - with an attack on reason, thought and intelligence, that is, with "arbitrary 

sophistry", "die Rabulisterei der WillkOr', which championed immediate 

knowledge, intuition, primitive emotions, imagination, subjective opinions, and 

particular convictions. National Socialism would later elevate this Gesinnung 

to the status of truth, to 'virtual reality': it made, to borrow Hegel's words, 

"inner enthusiasm and the emotions, i.e. the form of particularity as such ... the 

criterion of what is right, rational and excellent". Reason, however- on 

Hegel's view - "does not allow feeling to warm itself in the glow of its own 

particularity [Partikularita~" [PR, Preface, xvii]. Since National Socialism 

despised reason, it elevated the realm of the irrational, of particular feeling 

and subjective conviction instead - it appealed, as Alan Bullock says, "not to 

the rational, but to the emotional faculties ... •.418 Consequently, it was opposed 

418 As quoted in Alan Bullock, Hitler end Stalin: Parallel Uves, p.345. 
417 Brendon, Piers, The Dark Vally: A Panorama of the 1930s, p.246. 
418 Alan Bullock, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Uves, p. 237. 
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to objective intellectual labour [libraries, for instance, were dubbed 'intellectual 

brothels'] and Selbstdenken, which it sought to smother in "a fog of empty 

phrases".419 Indeed, for Hitler and the Nazis, as for the Sophists familiar to us 

from Plato, "words, and even facts, were ... not a means of rational 

communication or logical analysis, but devices for manipulating emotion", so 

that what was said became less important than how it was said. This led to 

the development of a special rhetoric - expressed in the form of propaganda -

i.e. the manipulation of language to suit a particular world-view, a particular 

ideology. And this special rhetoric was primarily intent on destroying the 

universal and objective aspect of language terms - i.e. any possible reference 

to common humanity or man's universal mode of existence. 

The very first condition which has to be fulfilled in every kind of 
propaganda [is] a systematically one-sided attitude ... Propaganda 
must not investigate the truth objectively ... it must present only that 
aspect of the truth which is favourable to one's own side.420 

Consider, for instance, the Nazi definition of right [Rech~: "Recht ist was dem 

deutschen Volk nutzt, und Unrecht was ihm schadet".421 Or, as Hans Frank 

said, "Recht ist was der Rasse und dem Volk dient" (27 June 1933). Alfred 

Rosenberg defines right as that which serves "German honour": "Recht is fur 

uns einzig und allein, was der deutschen Ehre dient".422 The Nazi 

Rechtsbegriff thus excludes - by definition - all those [arbitrarilylwillkOrlich] 

deemed outside the race and the Volk, that is to say, it stripped the word right 

of its universal connotations and, hence, opposed its objective application. 

419 
Letztes Flugblatt der 'WeiBen Rose', as cited in Scholl, Inge, Die wei/3e Rose (Frankfurt: 1952), p.108f. 

420 Bullock, Alan, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Uves, p.157. 
421 

"Ein Alteres Wort von Hitler", cited by Frick at the Juristentag in Leipzig, 2-4 Oktober 1933 
422 . 

Rosenberg, Alfred, Der Mythus des 20. Jahrhunderts, p.59. 
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Consistent in its rejection of the legacy of 1789423
, National Socialism thus 

opposed the notion of inalienable rights of the person or the rights of man, 

while exclusively emphasising those of the German person. As Detlev 

Peukert points out: 

When Hitler was appointed Chancellor in 1933, Goebbels proclaimed 
that this event marked the reversal of 1789. The French Revolution 
had promoted the principle of the rights of man, but the Nazis sought 
to deny them.424 

Hegel, on the other hand, in keeping with the principal aims of the Revolution, 

speaks of the "inalienable rights of man" and condemns, for instance, 

slavery, serfdom, the disqualification from holding property or the 
prevention of its use or the like, and the deprivation of intelligent 
rationality, of morality, ethics and religion, which is encountered in 
superstition and the concession to others of the authority and full 
power to determine and prescribe for me what actions I am to 
perform ... or what duties my conscience is to demand from me, or 
what is to be religious truth for me [PR §3]. 

National Socialist ideology further endorsed "das WillkOrprinzip" [the 

principle of arbitrariness], especially among those in a position to shape or 

influence Nazi policy: "Do anything you like", Hitler said, "just don't get caught 

at it!"425 Indeed, Nazi-officials were encouraged "to work towards the Fuhrer 

along the lines he would wish without awaiting instructions from above". 

Consequently, they were "free" to do whatever they wanted - within the 

arbitrary limits of Hitler's wishes - which, not surprisingly, resulted in 

administrative chaos and, ultimately, to genocide and total war. 

Hegel explicitly rejects the notion of doing what one wants to do, i.e. the 

423 After the failed "Beerhall Putsch" (1923) in Munich, Hitler proclaimed: "If today I stand here as a revolutionary, it is 
as a revolutionary against the revolution", i.e. against the principles of the French Revolution of 1789; as cited in 
Kershaw, Ian, Hitter: Hubris, p. 24. 
424 Peukert, Detlev, Inside Nazi Germany, trans. p.140. 
425 Rauschning, Hermann, Hitler Speaks, p. 87. 
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common understanding of freedom as WillkOt26 
- an understanding adopted 

by many Romantic thinkers (including, for instance, Friedrich Schlegel (1772-

1829)): 

The commonest idea [VorstellungJ we have of freedom is that of 
arbitrariness - the mean position of reflection between the will as 
detrmined solely by natural drives and the will which is free in and for 
itself. When we hear it said that freedom in general consists in being 
able to do as one pleases, such an idea [Vorstellung] can only be 
taken to indicate a complete lack of intellectual culture [Bi/dung des 
Gedankens]; for it shows not the least awareness of what constitutes 
the will which is free in and for itself, or right, or ethics, etc. [PR §15). 

426 
Hegel's Freiheitsbegriff differs from the common Sprachgebrauch of his time, and he makes the different meaning 

assigned to the term by him explicit. In the contemporary European sense, as Hegel noted, freedom signified primarily 
"moral" and "subjective• freedom [Enc.Ill, §503, p.312), i.e. the kind of freedom which "requires freedom of choice on 
the part of individuals", and which the modem state Pn Hegel's sense] must respect and safeguard. In common German 
usage, he further notes, "freedom" generally referred to "doing whatever one wants" [PR § 15A) without restraint or 
limitation, and in this sense he identifies it with WillkDr - the arbitrary freedom of the will, or arbitrary freedom of choice. 

Wenn wir im gemeinem Leben von Freiheit sprechen, so verstehen wir gewOhnlich darunter die WillkOr oder 
relative Freiheit, daB ich irgend etwas tun oder auch unteriassen kann [NHS § 10, Werke IV, p.225) 

In other words, "the common man thinks that he is free when he is allowed to act arbitrarily [willkDrlich] ... •. However, 
Hegel does not agree that this is the 'be all and end all' of freedom: • ... this very arbitrariness implies that he is not free•. 
As far as Hegel is concerned 

freedom consists not in being free to do as one likes, but in being a fully developed human being [Enc.Ill, 
Werke, §502). 

It thus becomes apparent that Hegel's Freiheitsbegriff differs from the common Sprachgebrauch of his time, 
insofar as it does not simply and exclusively refer to freedom in this sense of WillkDr, or arbitrary freedom of the will. In 
this aspect, freedom Is abstract and, according to Hegel, amounts to "the flight from every content as limitation". But 
there are objective circumstances which determine - and therefore limit - the content of my will, e.g. in the form of laws 
(Gesetze). 

While I am totally free to do what I like on the one hand - my will is free - there are certain "objective" 
circumstances which determine the content of my will. Hegel thus speaks of "objective" or "substantial freedom", the 
kind of freedom that exists only within the state qua Objective Spirit. As he asserts in the Rechtsphilosophie: freedom 
attains its highest right in the state, so that the state represents the 'actuality of concrete freedom' [cf. PR §57; §258f.). 
Consequently, the state is "that form of reality in which the individual has and enjoys his freedom". The individual thus 
finds his true - I.e. actual and concrete - freedom only In the state, which, as an end-in-itself [namely, a 'universal end of 
reason' - it has no purpose or end outside itself], represents substantial freedom qua absolute independence 
[ UnabhlJngigkeif). Insofar as the Idea of freedom is Sittfichkeit - the "idea of freedom as the living good" [PH 142), 
Hegel describes the state as the •actuality of the ethical Idea·. He also differentiates between 'abstract' and 'concrete' 
freedom: the former Is understood in the sense of independence [Nichtabhangigkeif) from others and 'Sich -auf-sich
selbst Beziehen'- in general, "die Substanz des Geistes 1st die Freiheit, d.h. das NichtabhAngigsein von einem Anderen, 
das Sich tor slch selbst Beziehen" • whereas the latter signifies "being with oneself in an other". In other words, "absence 
of dependence on an other is won not outside the other but in it, it attains actuality not by fleeing the other but by 
overcoming it". 

"Subjective" or "moral" freedom must _be re~pected by the state, according to Hegel. The province of 
individual "conscience• is inviolable, and the particular interests and ends pursued by individuals must be allowed their 
freedom. The state does not prescribe ends, but rather enables the individual through its institutions to pursue his 
peculiar and particular ends. 
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In fact, WillkOr- insofar as it is identified with freedom - is a "deception" [eine 

TSuschung; PR, Ibid.]. Hegel explicitly states that "freedom consists not in 

being free to do as one likes" - i.e. freedom [Freihei~ is not identical with 

WillkOr- "but in being a fully developed human being" [Let. 261], in the 

context of common humanity, not (exclusively) particular individuality. 

[T]he nature of a human being consists precisely in the fact that he is 
essentially universal in character, not an abstraction of the moment 
and a single fragment of knowledge [PR § 132]. 

Thus, while the "common man" usually "thinks that he is free when he is 

allowed to act arbitrarily [willkOrlich]. .. this very arbitrariness implies that he is 

not free"[PR, § 15, Hotho's Addition]. Limitation - in the form of law and 

morality- is, in fact, the very proviso of freedom: "To the Ideal of Freedom, 

Law and Morality are indispensably requisite ... • [PH 41). Of course, 

"subjective freedom, which must be respected, requires freedom of choice on 

the part of individuals" [PR, §262, Hotho's Addition] and "particular interests 

should certainly not be set aside, let alone suppressed; on the contrary, they 

should be harmonised with the universal, so that both they themselves and 

the universal are preserved" [PR §261, p.285). 

Moreover, the Nazis, like many of the Romantic nationalists. of the 

nineteenth century - like Josef von G0rres, whom Terry Pinkard refers to as 

"the Romantic arch-nationalist"427 
- sowed mental confusion, contradiction of 

feeling, indecisiveness, and panic. Indeed, "these are our weapons", Hitler 

once stated, thus endorsing the systematic undermining of trust among men. 

And it was with precisely these weapons that National Socialism achieved -

according to one Social Democrat - the "total mobilisation of human stupidity 

427 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel -A Biography, p. 390. 
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and appealed to the brute beast in man".428 As such, it has been aptly 

described by the former Bundesprasident of the Federal Republic of 

Germany, Roman Herzog, as "ein RUckfall in die Barberei". Of course, Hitler -

and many an enthusiastic follower429 
- prided himself on being a barbarian: 

They regard me as an uneducated barbarian ... Yes, we are 
barbarians! We want to be barbarians! It is an honourable title ... It is 
our mission to cause unrest.430 

Let us go back to primitive life, the life of the savages.431 

We do not want to be the land of Goethe and Einstein.432 

Albert Camus once said, with reference to National Socialism, that it 

"deified the irrational", while Alan Bullock notes that "with Hitler ... one is 

uncomfortably aware of never being far from the realm of the irrational". This 

deification of the irrational had also been a marked feature of the Romantic 

movement, resulting not only in such "outbursts against every form of 

organised social or political life" as can be found in the plays of the leaders of 

the Sturm und Orang - notably "Lenz, Gustenberg, Klinge and Leisewitz"433 
-

but also in outbursts against every form of organised - i.e. rational, logical and 

systematic - thinking [Denken]. Like his Romantic predecessors, the Nazi 

"operates with irrational feelings and not with argument".434 As Hegel points 

out in his Rechtsphilosophie: 

428 As cited in Brendon, Piers, The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1930s, p.98. 
429 Cf. Brendon, Piers, The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1930's, p. 243: 

The Rector of GOttingen University declared that he was "proud of the new appellation • barbarians•. 
430 As quoted by Rauschning, Hermann, Hitler Speaks, p.87. 
431 

Ibid., p.19. . 
432 As cited by Gilbert, Martin, Never Again, p.34. 
433 See Berlin, Isaiah, Against the Current: Essays in the History of Ideas, "The Counter-Enlightenment•, p. 14. 
434 Reich, Wilhelm, The Mass Psychology of Fascism, p.78. 
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It has indeed been recognised that the forms and rules of the older 
logic - of definition, classification, and inference - which include the 
rules of the understanding's cognition [Verstandeserkenntnis], are 
inadequate for speculative science. Or rather, their inadequacy has 
not so much been recognised as merely felt, and then the rules in 
question have been cast aside, as if they were simply fetters, to make 
way for the arbitrary pronouncements of the heart, of fantasy, and of 
contingent intuition ... [PR , Preface, x]. 

As far as Hegel is concerned, this amounts to no more than avoiding, "by the 

simple household remedy of attributing to feeling what reason and its 

understanding have laboured to produce over several thousand years, all the 

trouble involved in rational insight and cognition, guided by the thinking 

concept. .. " [PR, Preface, p.16]. Of course, such sophistries 

erhalten den schwarmerischen Beifall der Menge, weil sie leicht 
aufzufassen sind und die Muhe des Denkens unnutzt, ja unmoglich 
machen [BS, Werke XI, p.193]. 

Their appeal is irrational and emotional rather than rational or intellectual, so 

that their (so-called) principles and ideals are easily understood and do not 

require much thought (indeed, as Hegel says, they make it impossible). Their 

external manifestations - as discussed by Plato [notably in his Gorgias, 

Republic, and Sophis~ - usually take the form of grand speeches and 

slogans, all of which make an impression and are easy to remember and 

repeat. In short, the Sophist [ancient and modern], to borrow the words of 

Shakespeare, "draws out his verbosity/finer than the staple of his argument" 

[Love's Labour's Lost, V.i.]. This, then, is aptly described by Hegel as the 

"shallowness of thought", accompanied by the "Faselei der WillkOt. 

Hitler and his followers, as is well documented by numerous 

historians, despised reason and the intellect, and operated largely by intuition 

and feeling. Indeed, as Otto Strasser once noted, Hitler was "afraid of logic•; 

he "evades the issue and ends by throwing in your face an argument entirely 

remote from what you were talking about". Alan Bullock similarly argues that 
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Hitler always showed distrust of argument and criticism. Unable to 
argue coolly himself, since his early days in Vienna his one resort had 
been to shout his opponents down435

, 

while Rauschning observed: 

What is known as the mastery of material was quite unimportant to 
him. He quickly became impatient if the details of a problem were 
brought to him. He was greatly averse to experts and had little regard 
for their opinion. He looked upon them as mere hacks, as brush
cleaners and colour grinders.436 

Hitler himself proclaimed that "we must distrust the intelligence and the 

conscience, and must place our trust in our instincts", which is precisely the 

kind of Gesinnung Hegel rejects. Rather, like Plato, he "defends the Idea of 

truth and justice against the complacency of the uneducated consciousness 

and that of the Sophists". It is not surprising at all that Hegel should have 

spoken out against some of the sentiments expressed by men like Fries, for 

he rejected the anti-intellectualism, the appeal to emotion, intuition, "heart, 

friendship and enthusiasm", as well as the anti-Semitism of the former, in the 

name of Vemunft. As far as Hegel is concerned, " ... the fancies which the 

individual, in his isolation indulges, cannot be the model for universal reality" 

[PH 35). Consequently, he was appalled by some of the events during the 

Wartburg Festival [October 1817)437
, like the BOcherverbrennung, of which 

the poet Heinrich Heine ( 1797-1856) said "wherever they burn books, sooner 

or later they will also burn human beings".438 Like Heine, Hegel distrusted the 

superficiality, intolerance ~nd anti-Semitism of German radicalism (and, 

indeed, of reactionaries like Count von Wittgenstein, Savigny and von Haller) 

- one of the proclaimed aims of some of the Wartburg agitators was to "fight 

435 Bullock, Alan, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Uves, p. 158. 
436 Rauschning, Hermann, The Voice of Destruction: Gespriiche mit Hitler (New York: Europa, 1940), p.261. 
437 In October 1817, around five hundre~ students • including some of their professors • gathered at the Wartburg in 
Eisenach to commemorate the Reformation, as well as the V6lkerschlacht bei Leipzig [1813). 
436 As cited in Brendon, Piers, The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1930s, p.244. 
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against" everything "un-German"439
, which constituted an expression of the 

kind of Deutschdummheit criticised by Hegel. Thus, as Manfred Riedel points 

out, 

es ist zuerst der auf der Wartburg manifest gewordene Umschlag des 
deutschen Liberalismus in Deutschtomelei, die national Enge und 
Borniertheit der Burschenschaften und ihrer WortfOhrer, mit deren teils 
grotesken, teils bedrohlichen Folgen (Verbot der franzOsischen 
Sprache, Judenseparation, BOcherverbrennungen, GeheimbOndlerei, 
usf.) mit der sich Hegel zunachst in Heidelberg und dann (ab 1818) in 
Berlin konfrontiert sieht.440 

Opposition to these events, and the Gesinnung that motivated them, 

amounts to the objection of a rational human being [eines vemOnftigen 

Menschens] to the very real dangers to society and the individual inherent in 

the deification of the irrational, unreason, intolerance and narrow 

provincialism. Hegel simply opposed, to borrow the words of Jose Ortega y 

Gassett, "the right to be unreasonable, the reason of unreason".441 As Terry 

Pinkard points out, 

phoney 'Germanism' seemed to him both silly and dangerous, both an 
unhealthy desire to return to the Holy Roman Empire and a fatuous 
cultivation of "Germanic" particularism to supplant the more 
universalist elements of modern European culture.442 

And Hegel was by no means a voice crying in the wilderness, that is, he was 

not the only one e.g. to criticise Fries on these grounds. According to Terry 

Pinkard, 

Fries's idea that national consciousness like religious consciousness 
was a matter of feeling was ridiculed by Carove, who dismissed it as 
"superficial monkey love", a confusion of what was universal with the 
particularities and vagaries of personal temperament [Ibid.]. 

439 Cf. Hug, W. eta/[eds.], Geschichtliche Weltkunde, Vol. II, p.185. . 
440 Riedel, Manfred [ed.), Materialien zu Hagaf's Rechtsphilosophia, vol.1, p.14. 
441 As cited by H. F. Armstrong, We and They, p. 15. 
442 Pinkard, Terry, Hagel: A Biography, p.311. 
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Friedrich Wilhelm Carove (1789-1852), a student of Hegel's at 

Heidelberg and the founder of the General German Student Fraternity, spoke 

prominently at the Wartburg Festival. But he explicitly rejected - partly due to 

Hegel's influence - some of the more irrational aspects of the Burschenschaft 

movement. Thus, he "spoke out strongly against the anti-Semitic tendencies 

of some of those presenr, notably Fries, whose Wartburg Address, according 

to Shlomo Avineri, "was one of the worst demagogic, fanatical, obscurantist 

and racialist outbursts of German chauvinism"443
, and whose anti-Semitic 

comments were, according to Walter Kaufmann "quite on the level of 

Streicher".444 As Pinkard points out, Carove argued 

that only by remaking itself along the lines of the kinds of "universal 
principles as realised in determinate ways" (that Hegel had been 
expounding in his lectures) could the Burschenschaft hope to realise 
their goal of cultural renewal in Germany ... In particular, in his draft of 
the regulations to govern the various fraternities, Carove stressed that 
the basis for membership should only be rational agency, not religious 
confession, not national origin, and not social class: to drive that point 
home, Carove made it quite explicit that by that he meant Jews and 
foreigners should be fully included as members in the 
Burschenschaften. 445 

Seiger, too, had some harsh words to say about the Wartburgredner and their 

like-minded followers: " ... Dummheit, Leerheit, Hochmut, das sind die Geister, 

die sie treiben, und das sind wahre Geister der HOiie" [as cited by Hegel in 

BS, Werke XI, p.722). It is, therefore, surprising that Hegel has been singled 

out as a 'running-dog lackey' of the Prussian regime and 'defender of the 

status quo' for his criticism of so-called liberals and their principles, while 

Carove and Seiger are not. Indeed, Goethe, too, "lent no support to the 

443 Avinerl, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism", in Hegel's Political Thought, ed. Walter Kaufmann, p.76. 
444 Kaufmann, Walter, in Jon Stewart [ed.], The Hegel Myth and Legends, p.335. Julius Streicher was the founder of 
the National Socialist anti-Semitic magazine Der Starmer. 
445 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 398. 
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liberal and insurrectionist movements".446 But Hegel did not reserve his 

criticism for the liberals of his time - who, according to Bertrand Russell, "were 

men of feeling rather than reason"447
; reactionaries, too, found no friend in 

him. 

446 Thomson, David, Europe since Napoleon, p. 142. 
447 Russell, Bertrand, Freedom versus Legitimacy, p.129. 
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3. The Vulture and the Lamb: 
The Question of 'Might' and 'Right' 

Not by my might, nor by power, 
but by my Spirit. 

Zechariah 4:6 

0, 'tis excellent to have a giant's strength, 
but it is tyrannous to use it like a giant. 

William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Ill.iii 

In his Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel explicitly rejects "the sense in which 

might [Mach~448 is spoken or in Ludwig von Haller's Restauration der 

Staatswissenschaft [Vol. I, 342ft], where might is identified, not with "the might 

of the moral and ethical", but with "the accidental force of nature [die zufSl/ige 

Naturgewam", resulting in the opinion 

that the role of the more powerful is an eternal ordinance of God, the 
very ordinance whereby the vulture tears the innocent lamb to 
pieces ... [PR §258A; Hegel's emphasis]. 

Indeed, as far as Haller is concerned, the "utterances of nature" are "the word 

of God itselr - Hegel is quick to point out that, "on the contrary, the word of 

God quite expressly distinguishes its revelations from the utterances of nature 

448 There are two terms in German for the English 'power' or 'might': Macht and Gewa/t. The English term 
etymologically derives from the Old French poeir and ultimately from the Latin posse [to be able). It therefore 
Incorporates the concept of agency. In Modem French, for instance, the verb pouvoir [to be able) also doubles as the 
noun pouvoir - 'power'. The Penguin English Dictionary thus defines an agent as "one who acts or exerts power to bring 
something about•, and the Oxford Eng/is? Dictio~ary_ as •a person ... that exerts power or produces an effect'. Power, in 
short, Is a question of agency, of Influencing and ha~ng an effect'. The two German terms for 'power' or 'pouvoir' -
Macht and Gewalt - similarly express the Idea of 'having an effect'. Macht, for instance, is etymologically related to the 
verb machen [to make; create; do; matter], while Gewalt ['force'; 'power'; also 'violence') Is etymologically related to the 
verb 'wollen' [to will, want, bring about]. Hegel is acutely aware of this sense of Macht and Gewalt. 
However, it should also be noted that 

In der Sprache der politischen Theo~e wlrd_ bis ins 20. Jh. hinein nicht eindeutig zwischen Macht, Herrschaft 
und Gewalt unterschieden. Auch phllosoph1sche Autoren bemuhen slch oft nicht um eine terminologische 
Abgrenzung. 

See Prechtl, P. & F.P. Burkard (eds.), Metzler Philosophie Lexikon, p. 211. 
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and of natural man". In other words, the law of nature as envisioned by Haller 

and divine law are not identical. As Kenneth Westphal puts it, 

Haller's version of natural law equated natural law with divine law, and 
regarded the right of the stronger as the basis for their natural right to 
rule.449 

Haller, whom Terry Pinkard describes as "more or less the 'official' 

philosopher of the most reactionary elements of the Prussian court"450
, 

therefore recommends absolute personal obedience to, and inculcation of, 

the natural law (as law of the stronger) qua divine law [in fact, Haller was 

dubbed the "Apostel der Lehre vom unbedingten Gehorsam"]. 

However, Hegel also rejects the view that "by nature, all men are 

equal" -"von der Natur [sind] die Menschen vielmehr nur ungleich" [Enc. Ill, p. 

332, 539], since natural determinations [natarliche Bestimmungen] support a 

state of inequality in which the [physically] stronger will necessarily rule, since 

he is able to, and not prevented from (either morally, ethically or legally) 

oppressing the [physically] weaker. Indeed, man has no moral, ethical or legal 

status as human person qua natural man. 

Hegel's arguments against Haller - and other thinkers of his time of a 

similar persuasion - can also be applied to a critique of National Socialist 

ideology - which, of course, endorsed the notion of might is right - the right of 

the stronger - or, as Hegel refers to it, with a good measure of sarcasm, in Die 

Verfassung Deutschlands, "das gute alte Faustrecht [lit. fist rule or rule by fist; 

club-law; also private warfare/private law [Privatrecht]]"451
• As Hitler said: "our 

449 See The Cambridge Companion to Hegel, Ch. VIII by Kenneth Westphal, p.235 ff. 
450 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel - A Biography, p. 459; Shlomo Avineri includes von Haller. together with Metternich and de 
Maistre • among "the standard-bearers of the political restauration"; Cf. "Hegel and Nationalism•, In Hegef's Political 
Philosophy, ed. Walter Kaufmann, p.72. 
451 Feudalism Is Faustrecht, although a slightly more "rational" form than that operative in a "state of nature"; Cf. Ibid. 
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right is that of the stronger". Indeed, he identifies might or strength as the 

basis [Boden] of right in asserting that "[S]trength is the eternal mother of 

Rightn. And this strength, this might or power, is that of nature, the "cruel 

queen of all wisdom" [die grausame K6nigin a/fer Weishei~, i.e. physical 

strength - so that "brutality is respected; brutality and physical strength". In 

other words, as far as Hitler is concerned, (physical) force rules. "Force is the 

first law".452 Indeed, "it was force which alone created right", so that "always 

before God and the world, the stronger has the right to carry through what he 

willsn.453 

Hitler thus believed that the rule of the stronger is a law of and in 

nature; and the stronger must under no circumstances merge with the 

weaker, since this would amount to the sacrifice of their own "greatness": 

Der starkere hat zu herrschen und sich nicht mit dem Schwacheren 
zu verschmelzen, um so die eigene GrOBe zu opfern ... wurde diese 
Gesetz nicht herrschen, ware ja jede vorstellbare Hoherentwicklung 
aller organischen Lebewesen undenkbar.454 

This recalls Hailer's view "that just as, in the inanimate world, the larger 

displaces the smaller, the powerful the weak, etc., so also among the 

animals, and likewise among human beings, does the same law reappear in 

nobler forms [Gestalten] ... ". Hitler, in short, believed in the elementary law 

of/in nature - the "mighty struggle between strength and weakness": 

The whole work of nature is a mighty struggle between strength and 
weakness - an eternal victory of the strong over the weak. There 
would be nothing but decay in the whole of nature if this were not so. 
States which offend against this elementary law fall into decay.455 

452 Speech at Essen, 22 November 1936; as cited in Bullock, Alan, Hitler: A Study in Tyranny, p.399. 
453 Speech at Munich, 13 April 1923, as cited in Ibid. 
454 Hitler, Adolf, Mein Kampf, Band I (MOnchen: Verlag F.E. Nachfolger, 1933), p. 312ff (my italics). 
455 Speech at Munich, 13 Aprll 1923, from Adolf Hitlers Raden, pp.43-4, as cited in Bullock, Alan, Hitler: A Study in 
Tyranny, pp.398-399. 
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The doctrine of might is right was combined by National Socialism with 

Charles Darwin's doctrine of the "survival of the fittest" - elaborated in his 

Origin of the Species ( 1859) - thus leading to the endorsement of the 

biological (natural) law of the right of the stronger, and its application to 

peoples [VOiker, or, to be more precise, races, Rassen]. Hitler even spoke of 

the "humanity of nature" - as opposed to the "so-called humanity of the 

individual" - which "destroys weakness in order to give its place to strength". 

An earlier endorsement of the right of the stronger can be found in 

Plato's Gorgias, where the Sophist Callicles holds that we should follow the 

"law of nature" [1wcrzcr,.Physis] rather than that of convention or custom 

[ voµoaA1omos], which, he argues, has been invented by the weaker 

members of society to "keep the strong in awe".456 He advocates that we 

should repudiate such laws and endorses the "law of nature" [483e] 

according to which the stronger are entitled to oppress the weaker and "to 

have a greater share" than they. Human law is thus reduced to 'a plague of 

custom', an unnecessary limitation to the will of the stronger, who would be 

better served by the law of nature, according to which, of course, he is right 

on account of his might. It is interesting to note that Aristophanes satirised 

the contemporary lack of respect for the laws - undoubtedly with the Sophists 

in mind - "by showing a son beating his father and justifying himself by the 

example of animals which attack their parents".457 

456 These words are taken from William Shakespeare's Richard Ill [V.v.]: 
Conscience is but a word that cowards use, · 
Designed at first to keep the strong in awe; 
Strong arms be our conscience, swords our law! 

457 See Kelly, J.M., A Short History of Western Legal Theory, p.15. 
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Hegel consistently rejects this point of view: the right of the stronger, 

or das Faustrecht- which has "die Selbstsucht [selfishness]458 zur absoluten 

Grundlage" [Enc. Ill, §432, p.222]459
- amounts to no more than "active 

anarchy" [i.e. active lawlessness, disorder, political and social confusion] - a 

very good description of the actual state of affairs in Nazi Germany, which 

was not governed by law and order - despite all appearances - but by the 

principles of arbitrariness, atomicity and might is right. 

Die NS-Diktatur stellt also keinesfalls den straff geordneten, 
einheitlichen und hochst wirksamen Herrschaftsblock dar, als den der 
totale "Fuhrerstaat" so gem gesehen werden soll ... Die viel geruhmte 
"Volksgemeinschaft" existierte nicht.460 

In fact, "the Volksgemeinschaftthat had been so noisily trumpeted" ultimately 

became "an atomised society".461 Or, as Ian Kershaw notes, "for a totalitarian, 

Hitler ruled Germany in a surprisingly anarchic manner ... [T]he Fuhrer's 

technique was to let his subordinates fight among themselves and to act as 

"supreme arbiter" ... ". Thus, Hitler's authority was "decisive"; but "the initiatives 

which he sanctioned derived more often than not from others" (and frequently 

from below, i.e. from individual citizens or the general public). As Wilhelm 

Reich observed: "Notwithstanding their vassalage, every National Socialist 

felt himself to be a 'little Hitler'".462 Kershaw further maintains that Hitler 

effectively "privatised the public sphere", so that, ultimately, "the private and 

the public merged completely and became inseparable". In this sense, 

458 Selbstsucht literally means "addiction to oneself/self" or "self-addiction•; It is a compound of the nouns Selbst ((one's 
own) self (Reflexive Pronoun)], and Sucht [addiction, mania; also: disease, sickness), cf. Langenscheidts 
Taschenw(Jrterbuch. 
459 Hegel here specifically refers to the feudal system, "welches ein rechtlicher Zustand sein sollte, es aber nur in sehr 
geringen Grade war" - "obgleich das Faustrecht in gewiBe Formen gebracht war, so hatte dasselbe doch die 
Selbstsucht zur absoluten Grundlage". 
460 Hug, w. et al [eds.], Geschichtliche Weltkunde, Vol. Ill, p.112. 
461 Peukert, Detlev, Inside Nazi Germany, p.241. 
462 Reich, Wilhelm, The Mass Psychology of Fascism, p. 80. 
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Nazism can be described as a "modern feudalism"463
, based not on law, but 

rather on notions of personality (notably that of the FOhrer)464
, personal 

honour, personal loyalty, and personal conviction, underpinned by the good 

old Faustrecht, as in the Middle Ages, which had already been idealised by 

the Romantics in their revolt against the rationalism of the Enlightenment and 

the new order inaugurated by the French Revolution. Thus, what Hegel at 

one point refers to as "die Roheit des Mittelalters", re-emerged in a modern, 

twentieth-century setting in the form of National Socialism - the "eruption of 

medieval barbarism in modern society" - i.e. in what Ian Kershaw calls a 

"specific form of personalised rule"465
, and Detlev Peukert "an atomised 

society normalised by force".466 Thus, "ruthlessness, unimpeded by respect 

for law" became the principle of the Nazi-regime.467 

The Nazi-state - insofar as it can be called a state [Staa~ in the 

Hegelian sense468 
- may further be likened to a state of nature - a state 

[Zustand] of injustice and violence, where the stronger rules, and "wo die 

Menschen nur als Einzelne sind" [Enc. Ill, Werke X, §432, p.221)- despite the 

illusion of identity and community created by Nazi-propaganda.469 The people 

[das Volk] were turned into a collection of individuals, an aggregate of private 

persons, who spied on one another, denounced one another (largely from 

463 Cf. Kershaw, Ian, Hitler.Hubris, p. 536: • Hitler was happy to indulge the Infinite craving for the material trappings of 
power of his underlings, aware that corruption on a massive scale ensured loyalty as the Third Reich developed into a 
modem variant of a feudal system resting on personal allegiance rewarded by private fiefdoms•. 
464 "The bases of my proiram?1e are bloo_d, ~re, and personality"; from Hitler's speech at Vienna on 9th April 1938, 
cited in The Observer, 10 Apnl 1938 [my italics]. 
465 Kershaw, Ian, Op. cit., p.530. 
466 Peukert, Detlev, Inside Nazi Germany, p. 246. 
467 Cf. Bullock, Alan, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Uves, p.365. 
468 For Hegel, the necessary condition of statehood [Staatlichkeit), as Steven Walt points out in his essay "Hegel on 
War: Another Look", is "the presence of a well-defined system of laws and a rational constitution"[Cf. PR §349]; in Jon 
Stewart, The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.175. 
469 Hitler:• We must bring the masses illus_ions• (1938); see Speer, Albert, Spandau, p.116. 
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motives of personal resentment and envy), and feared one another470; as 

such, das Volk is vulgus, not populus. And, as Hegel argues, 

solcher Zustand eines Volkes ist der Zustand der Unrechtlichkeit, 
Unsittlichkeit, der Unvernunft Oberhaupt; das Volk ware im demselben 
nur eine unformliche, wuste, blinde Gewalt, wie die des aufgeregten, 
elementarischen Meeres ... [Enc.1//, Werke IV, 544, pp.341-2]. 

Indeed, the state of nature [der Naturstandj 

ist der Stand der Roheit, Gewalt und Ungerechtigkeit. Die Menschen 
mussen aus einem solchen in die Staatsgesellschaft treten, weil nur in 
ihr das rechtliche Verhaltnis Wirklichkeit hat [NHS, Werke IV, §25, 
p.247]. 

The Nazis, however, re-instituted a kind of natural state - to borrow Hegel's 

words -"of injustice and violence, of untamed natural impulse, of inhuman 

deeds and feelings" [PH 41], which, as such, can not be regarded as a 

Staatsgesellschaft, or even a Volk in the sense of populus. 

Das Recht der Natur ist. .. das Dasein der Starke und das 
Geltendmachen der Gewalt, und ein Naturzustand ein Zustand der 
Gewalttatigkeit und des Unrechts, von welchem nichts Wahreres 
gesagt werden kann, als dar! aus ihm herauszugehen ist [Enc. Werke 
111, §502; p.311]. 

A society [Gesellschaffj - in the Hegelian sense - on the other hand, 

ist dagegen vielmehr der Zustand, in welchem allein das Recht seine 
Wirklichkeit hat; was zu beschranken und aufzuopfern ist, ist eben die 
WillkOr und Gewaltatigkeit des Naturzustandes [Enc. Ill, §502, p.213] 

Hegel consequently opposes the notion that right is founded in or 

derived from nature or a state of nature, which is based on arbitrary force, not 

on laws: "die Gewalt", he says, is "nicht Grund des Rechts" [Enc. Ill, Werke X, 

§432, p.222] - the might of the 'accidental force of nature' cannot, therefore 

be the basis of right. Right and 'all its determinations [Bestimmungen]' are 

rather based on the 'free personality', a 'self-determination' 

470 d' 'iti d . 'hb tth Kershaw refers to • ... or ,nary c zens enouncing ne1g ours o e Gestapo, often turning personal animosity or 
resentment to their advantage through political slur •• ."; Op.cit., Ibid. 
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[Selbstbestimmung] which, as such, constitutes the very opposite to 'natural 

determination' [natarliche Bestimmung]. In fact, 

[t]he basis [Boden] of right is the realm of spirit in general and its 
precise location and point of departure is the will; the will is free, so 
that freedom constitutes its substance and destiny [Bestimmung] and 
the system of right is the realm of actualised freedom, the world of 
spirit produced from within itself as a second nature [PR §4]. 

Indeed, the free will is the precondition or sine qua non of ethical activity - it 

characterises us as free beings not essentially determined by nature: 

der Wille zeichnet den Menschen als ein freies Wesen aus, das nicht 
naturhaft determiniert ist. Nur aufgrund eines freien Willens kann ihm 
Verantwortung fur seine Entscheidungen und Handlungen 
zugeschrieben werde. Dadurch erhalt der Wille den Stellenwert einer 
notwendigen Voraussetzung fur die Moglichkeit des sittlichen 
Handelns. 

The free will - in the sense of self-determination (which implies self-limitation) 

as opposed to the arbitrary will [WillkOrl of an individual - is not, therefore, a 

burden to be cast aside, as Hitler would have us believe, but rather "das 

Hochste, das ein Mensch besitzt und das ihn Ober jede andere Kreatur 

erhoht". As Goethe wrote in his sonnet "Nature and Art" [Natur und Kuns~: 

Whoever wills something great must collect himself 
It is only in limitation that mastery shows itself 
And only law can give us freedom. 

And freedom "findet uberhaupt da statt, wo das Gesetz, nicht die Wtl!kur 

eines Einzelnen, herrscht" [NHS, Werke IV, §6, p.234]: 

nachdem Recht soll bloB der allgemeine Wille geschehen, ohne 
Rucksicht auf die Absicht oder Oberzeugung des Einzelnen, und das 
Recht hat den Menschen nur als freies Wesen uberhaupt zum 
Gegenstande. 

Hegel distinguishes between two kinds of laws: a) the laws of nature 

[Naturgesetze] and b) the laws of right [Rechtsgesetze]: 

the laws of nature are simply there and are valid as they stand ... the measure 
of these laws is external to us, and our cognition adds nothing to them and 
does not advance them: it is only our cognition of them which can expand. 
Knowledge [Kenntnis] of right is in one respect similar to this and in another 
respect different. We get to know the laws of right in just the same way, 
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simply as they are; the citizen knows them more or less in this way, and the 
positive jurist also stops short at what is given. But the difference is that, with 
the laws of right, the spirit of reflection [Geist der Betrachtung] comes into 
play and their very diversity draws attention to the fact that they are not 
absolute. The laws of right are something laid down [die Rechtsgesetze sind 
Gesetztes], something derived from human beings [PR, Preface, Hotho's 
Addition, p.xiii]. 

The German term Gesetz - law - is thus employed by Hegel in the additional 

sense of 'something posited' or 'laid down', i.e. etwas Gesetztes, as well as 

something derived, not from nature, but from human beings [i.e. their free 

will]. Hegel thus differentiates between the law of nature and positive law, i.e. 

the law posited [gesetzij by human lawmakers. 

Indeed, human beings - unlike the animals [die Tiere] - are essentially 

different from nature: 

.... erst der Mensch erhebt sich Ober die Einzelheit der Empfindung zur 
Allgemeinheit des Gedankens, zum Wissen von sich selbst, zum 
Erfassen seiner Subjektivitat, seines lchs, - mit einem Worte: erst der 
Mensch ist der denkende Geist und dadurch, und zwar allein dadurch, 
wesentlich von der Natur unterschieden [Enc.Ill §381] 

It follows that man should regard himself "als frei von den Naturverhi:iltnissen" 

[Enc. Ill §392] - "der Mensch ist ein freies Wesen. Dies macht die 

Grundbestimmung seiner Natur aus" [NHS, Werke IV, §22, p. 227] - man is a 

free being, and this constitutes the "basic determination" of his nature. If we 

maintain that feeling [das Gefah~ constitutes the basic determination 

[Grundbestimmung] of man's nature, "so ist er dem Tiere gleichgesetzt, denn 

das Eigene des Tieres ist das, was seine Bestimmung ist, in dem Gefuhl zu 

haben und dem Gefuhl gemaB zu leben" [Ibid]. 

Furthermore, animals have their "Gesetz als lnstinkf'- only human 

beings have it as Gewohnheit [custom; habit], that is to say, they are 

conscious of it in the form of their Allgemeinheit [universality] and "true 
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determination". And "human law ... in its universal mode of existence [Dasein] 

is the community ... • [PhG 248]. 

Hitler and the Nazis strove to stand above the rule of law. Bullock 

argues:" Hitler regarded any system of law and any constitution with 

suspicion, as restrictions on his arbitrary authority as Fuhrer ... •.471 Thus, there 

was no rule of law in Nazi Germany - in the general sense of 

a) the prohibition of arbitrary power - the lawgiver is also subject to the 

laws; 

b) laws that are general, clear, prospective, consistent, and also capable 

of guiding conduct; and 

c) courts that are accessible and fairly structured to hear and determine 

legal claims. 

Hegel, on the other hand, endorses the rule of law thus understood, not as 

defined by a distinction e.g. between "friends and enemies of the national 

community [Volksgemeinschaffj" as (arbitrarily) defined by one section of that 

community, which, according to Alan Bullock, constituted the "essence of the 

Nazi view of law" 472
• The Nazis, in fact, were a law unto themselves. 

It should further be noted that, accompanying the atomisation of 

society under Nazi rule, was a massive intrusion into the private sphere of 

individuals, which, according to Hegel, is "not. .. the province of the state" [PR 

§270]; indeed, to violate conscience would be a "sacrilege". While, on the one 

hand, individuals were pushed into the private sphere, their private sphere -

the sphere of morality, conscience, etc. - was equated with the public sphere; 

471 Bullock, Alan, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Uves, p.462. 
472 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p.463. 
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as Goering tellingly says: "I have no conscience; my conscience is Adolf 

Hitler". 
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3. The 'Good Old Law' 

Old father antic, the law 

-William Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part I -

In 1814, Hegel's friend, Anton Friedrich Justus Thibaut (1772-1840) 

published a work entitled Ober die Notwendigkeit eines allgemeinen 

bilrgerfichen Rechts tar Deutsch/and, in which he argues for the necessity of 

a common civil law code [ein allgemeines bilrgerfiches Gesetzbuch] for 

Germany - i.e. for all German states - modelled on the Code Napoleon. Such 

a modern Gesetzbuch would replace the 'mere collection' [b/o/3e Sammlung] 

of ancient and antiquated customary laws [Gewohnheitsrechte; also: 

Sittenrechte], and express "die Rechtsprinzipien [the principles of right] in 

ihrer Allgemeinheit [generality; universality] und in ihrer Bestimmtheit 

[determination]". It would make every citizen equal before the law irrespective 

of ethnic origins and religious beliefs. 

However, this view was rejected by the Historical School of 

Jurisprudence and reactionary thinkers alike, notably Savigny {who 

successfully influenced the halting of the movement for codification)473 and 

Haller respectively, who opposed modern, rational codification, while 

favouring traditional German law. In short, they argued that the Germans 

[die Deutschen] should not follow the French example of codifying their law.474 

473 It was not until 1900 - i.e. after political unification • that a German civil code was finally drafted. It came to force as 
Bargerliches Gestezbuch on 1 January 1900. 
474 See K.F. von Savigny, Vom Beruf unserer Zeit far Gesetzgebung und Rechtswissenschaft; trans. Abraham 
Hayward, Of the Vocation of our Age for Legislation and Jurisprudence {New York: Argo, 1975). 
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Based on the ancient Germanic idea that law essentially was custom, 

the people's traditional observances, antecedents, etc., Savigny and von 

Haller, amongst other laudatori temporis acti favoured the reversion of 

'modern Germans' to the old Germanic institutions and medieval German law 

modelled on collections like e.g. the Sachsenspiegel [compiled between 1215 

-1235] of Eike von Repgow, which was simply a compilation of the customary 

law of the land, including feudal law, and served as a model for other similar 

works elsewhere in Germany. In 1356, the Goldene Bulle - based on 

customary law [Gewohnheitsrech~ - became the Grundgesetz of the Holy 

Roman Empire until its abolition by Napoleon in 1806, and it is more 

specifically a return to the latter that Savigny and the jurists had in mind. 

Hinrichs, in a letter to Hegel, refers to the jurist's "dreamn [Traum] of so-called 

Uffechten and Urstaaten, i.e. their emphasis on original and primordial laws 

and states, on which their concept of customary law rests [the jurists, as Kelly 

notes, held fast "to the tradition of studying not merely the law in force, but the 

special history, the folk-roots, the conditioning factors, the environment at 

different epochs, of a nation's legal institutionsn471. 

Hegel outlines the difference between customary rights and laws in his 

Philosophy of Right 

The difference between these [Le.customary rights] and laws consists 
[besteh~ simply in the fact that the former are known in a subjective 
and contingent manner, so that they are less determinate for 
themselves and the universality of thought is more obscure; and in 
addition, cognisance [die Kenntni!J] of this or that aspect of right, or of 
right in general, is the contingent property only of a few people [PR 
§211]. 

475 Kelly, J.M. A Short History of Western Legal Thought, p.15. 
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In other words, customary laws are neither well defined nor even commonly 

known by the public [as such, they remain the preserve of the jurists]. While 

the jurists rejected the Roman and Napoleonic tradition of codified law, Hegel 

thus supports works of codification - like those of Justinian, Frederick the 

Great, and especially Napoleon - in agreement with Thibaut, because it was 

rational, and, as such, dedicated to the application of explicitly stated general 

principles, as opposed to the ancestral and customary law model, which is 

neither very clear, nor very consistent. For instance, the former German 

Reichsverfassung - before 1806 - is described by Hegel as "ein unfcrmliches 

Aggregat von partikul~ren Rechten• [BS, Werke XI, "Ober die englishe 

Reformbill" p.86). In other words, Hegel supports Thibaut and the non

Romantic natural law tradition against Savigny and the Historical School of 

Law. 

In his Rechtsphilosophie Hegel has the following to say on the matter: 

To deny a civilized nation, or the legal profession [dem juristischen 
Stande] within it, the ability to draw up a legal code would be among 
the greatest insults one could offer to either; for this does not require 
that a system of laws with a new content should be created, but only 
that the present content of the laws should be recognised in its 
determinate universality - i.e. grasped by means of thought- and 
subsequently applied to particular cases [PR §211; Hegel's 
emphases]. 

He objects to von Hailer's view that civil laws [bOrgerliche Rechte] are 

unnecessary, since they follow "self-evidently from the laws of nature". He 

consequently dubs Haller an "enemy of legal codes", and points out that this 

animosity manifests itself particularly in his opposition to the Prussian General 

Legal Code (1794)476 
- which had announced that "the state's laws bind all its 

476 • 1tt··1··1 d · The Prussian Legal Code, was a compos e o CM , cnmina , an public [i.e. constitutionaq law prepared by 
Friedrich II in conjunction with his chancellor, J.H. von Carmer (1721-1801)"; cf. Krieger, Leonard, Kings and 
Philosophers, p.283. 
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subjects, without regard to status, rank, or family" [Intro. § 22] - and the Code 

Napoleon.477 

Moreover, Hegel points out [correctly] that "an actual positive right a 

hundred years old rightly perishes if the basis conditioning its existence 

disappears" [LPWH 283]. The mere age of a law does not guarantee its 

relevance in the present. Laws change, they are not semper et ubique the 

same, as Montesquieu had already argued in his L'Esprit des lois, where he 

distinguished between law in the general sense as "human reason, governing 

as it does all the peoples of the earth", and the political and civil laws of each 

nation, which "can only represent the said human reason in its application to 

various particular cases". 478 And when the conditions under which a law was 

first established have altered, its relevance disappears; if it no longer informs 

or guides action in a meaningful way, it should be discarded, rather than 

maintained ad absurdum. As Montesquieu said: "Useless laws weaken the 

necessary laws". 

Positive laws [positive Gesetze] are those laws posited by human 

beings, i.e. their existence depends on the legislative actions of man. They 

are, therefore, distinguished from natural law, or philosophical right, as Hegel 

calls it. The concept of natural law - which must not be confused with the law 

of nature qua law of the jungle, or rule of the stronger - is used to provide a 

standard by which the acts of particular states, peoples and individuals -

namely world-historical ones - or the positive laws of particular communities 

may be judged. The concept of absolute or higher justice or right, in the 

sense of iustitia Dei, is set above positive laws in Hegel's philosophy, and 

477 It ls interesting to note that these two law codes were among those texts burnt as "un-German• by the Wartburg 
agitators. 
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thus becomes equivalent to natural law ('natural' because it is founded in 

human nature, and human nature, following Plato and Aristotle, is essentially 

rational). Aristotle, for instance, made the theoretical distinction between 

what i$ -ro 1t11\Jfcrncov 5tKatov [to physikon dikaion] - naturally just- and what is 

just only in consequence of having been prescribed by positive law -

-ro voµtKov 5tKatov [to nomikon dikaion] [Nichomachean Ethics, 5.7.1]. 

According to Hegel, 

das Positive der Gesetze betrifft zunachst nur ihre Form, uberhaupt 
als gultige und gewuBte zu sein, womit die Moglichkeit zugleich 
gegeben ist, von alien auf gewohnliche auBerliche Weise gewuBt zu 
sein [Enc. Ill, §528, p.324]. 

However, "der In halt kann dabei an sich vernunftig oder auch 

unvernunftig und damit unrecht sein". So, even if a law is positive insofar as it 

is generally acknowledged as valid and commonly known, the content of that 

law may not be rational, but irrational and therefore wrong. The form of 

positivity as such does not make a law right and just. This means that 

"positive laws are obligatory only to the extent that they agree in content with 

what is in itself right" [PR §209]. 

In his Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel maintains that a well-defined system 

of laws and a rational constitution counts among the necessary conditions of 

statehood. A people [Volk] can only be considered as constituting a state 

when this condition is fulfilled. 

Laws are not regarded merely as infringements of liberty, but rather as 

the objective guarantees that make liberty possible in the first place. Hegel is 

critical of the liberal conception of freedom as essentially negative for this 

reason. On the one hand, liberals deem laws necessary, but when the state 

requires obedience to its law, they cry 'oppression'. This is clearly illogical, 

478 As cited by Paul Hazard in European Thought in the Eighteenth Century, p. 165. 
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and results from the lack of understanding concerning the essence of 

concrete freedom. "The laws give expression to that which each individual is 

and does", so that obedience to them is freedom. 

Hegel moreover points out that it was only due to French intervention 

that the inadequate German constitutions and laws of earlier times were 

discarded, which he, of course, regards as a positive occurrence: 

Ein Hauptmoment in Deutschland sind die Gesetze des Rechts, 
welche allerdings durch die franzOsische Unterdruckung veranlar.»t 
wurde, in dem die Mangel fruherer Einrichtungen dadurch besonders 
ans Licht kamen [VPG, Werke XII, pp.538-539]. 

Hegel was also acutely conscious of the danger that the law - what is 

rational and necessary, objective and universal - may become a matter of 

feeling without codification. As Pinkard points out, Hegel notes 

that the whole debate about the "good old law", with its hypocritical 
pretence of invoking a past time of honour and integrity, manifests the 
'typical disease of the Germans', namely "their clinging to formalisms 
of this kind and their preoccupation with them".479 

Hegel, like Thibaut, thus favoured a law founded on reason, rather 

than mere adht=:rence to customary laws. Indeed, Hegel's opposition to the 

nationalist movement of his day was partially based on their wish to replace 

the modern, rationally organised states by what - to his mind - amounted to a 

romantic hodgepodge of a subjective notion concerning an idealised [and 

largely mythical] ancient Germanic and German medieval past. 

Cultural/Romantic nationalists and reactionaries thus sought to get rid of 

modern, rational codification and replace it with traditional, customary German 

law. 

479 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 408. 
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4. Hegel and Anti-Semitism 

From things that differ comes the most beautiful harmony 
• Heraclitus -

From the beginning of the nineteenth century anti-Semitism - which is 

generally defined as 'hostility to Jews', 'hatred of Jews' [Ger. Judenhal!,], 

'prejudice against Jews'480 or "negative beliefs and feelings about Jews qua 

Jews"481 - was ubiquitous in Germany. It found particular expression - during 

the early part of that period - in the anti-Jewish sentiments of the 

Wartburpredner(notably Fries)- denouncing the Jews as "un-German" 

[undeutsch], "morally debased", and "socially undesirable" - as well as in the 

refusal to admit Jewish students to the Burschenschaften and other societies 

{like Friedrich Achim von Arnim's Christian Germanic Society, from which 

"Jews, Frenchmen and Philistines" were - by definition - excluded) - and in the 

anti-emancipationist stance of those - like Fries, Ruhs and Savigny -

determined to exclude the Jews from full participation in "German· life. 

It must be borne in mind, as Goldhagen points out, that "the 

vicissitudes of nineteenth century anti-Semitism in Germany- were 

"exceedingly complex".482 Thus, for example, a liberal and a reactionary, while 

politically poles apart, could find common ground in their antipathy towards 

the Jews. Allen Wood, therefore, rightly notes that "anti-Semitism {or lack of 

it) is not, in this period, a reliable barometer of a person's general 

480 Cf. The Oxford Illustrated Dictionary, The Oxford Compact Dictionary & Thesaurus, p.29 
481 Gofdhagen, Daniel J., Hitler's Willing Executioners, p.2. 
482 

Ibid., p.1. 
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political position".483 Nevertheless, given the various accusations levelled 

against Hegel on this point - i.e. the often-voiced view that Hegel was anti

Semitic and paved the way for its most extreme expression under Hitler - it 

becomes apparent that some critics [like Popper] do, in fact, regard it as a 

"reliable barometer" of Hegel's "general political position", which they 

generally deem anti-liberal and anti-pluralist, and consequently link it with 

xenophobic and racialist nationalism (that champions the nation-state as a 

'community of blood'), intolerance and oppression. 

While anti-Semitism itself is "a broad, typically imprecisely used term, 

encompassing a wide variety of phenomena", it has been applied to Hegel in 

two specific senses, i.e. in the traditional Christian-theological sense, and the 

modern racialist sense. Rudi Siebert, for example, argues that the 'Christian 

(i.e. Lutheran) Hegel' was anti-Semitic in the former sense, while Karl Popper 

believed that the Nazi's got their racism - i.e. notably their anti-Semitism -

from Hegel.484 An exploration of Christian and racial anti-Semitism in terms of 

its alleged appearance in Hegel's writings, is therefore necessary. 

483 Wood, Allen, Notes to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, p. 386. 
484 See Kaufmann, Walter, "The Hegel Myth and its Method", in Stewart, Jon [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p. 
85. 
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i) Christian and Racial Anti-Semitism 

Hegel's early theological remarks on Judaism and the Jews have 

been regarded as anti-Semitic by some critics - like Siebert - in the sense of 

manifesting an identifiably Christian form of anti-Jewish prejudice. This 

indictment of the Christian Hegel, however, seems to imply that Christianity 

itself- as expressed in the New Testament- is anti-Semitic485
• Others reject 

this view, arguing that Christianity emerged as a form of Judea-criticism - in 

the same sense, for example, that the emergence of Buddhism may be 

regarded as a form of Hindu criticism. And nobody would call a Buddhist an 

anti-Hindu in the (negative) sense that is usually implied when we call 

someone an anti-Semite. 

In relation to the view that the New Testament is itself anti-Semitic, the 

cry of the Jewish crowd before Pilate, according to the Gospel of Matthew 

[27:25), is generally cited as evidence: "His blood be on us and on our 

children". It is true to say that Christian theologians readily interpreted this to 

mean that the Jews - the 'Christ killers'- are collectively responsible for the 

crucifixion (this view was not officially renounced by the Vatican until 197 41). 

485 However, the Old Testament, too, can be shown to contain anti-Semitic sentiments: consider the Book of Esther 
[3:8-9), which quotes a typical anti-Semitic argument when it makes the Persian Minister Haman describe the Jews to 
King Ahasverus as . 

a certain people scattered abroad and dispersed ar:nong the peoples in all the provinces of thy kingdom; and 
their laws are diverse from that of every people; neither keep they the king's laws: therefore, it is not for the 
king's profit to suffer them. 
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Thus, even if the New Testament is not itself regarded as anti-Semitic -

which, in the modem sense of the term with its racial connotations, it shouldn't 

be - its various theological interpretations were certainly tainted by anti

Semitism insofar as they gave expression to irrational and unfounded 

prejudices against Jews. In other words, a "completely untrue and abusive 

account of the Jews and their origin"486 developed, James Parkes argues, 

due to 

the abnormality of the Christian theological conception of the Jews as 
men set apart by their crime of deicide and their consequent 
deposition from the divinely ordained status of a 'chosen' people. It 
was abnormal in the sense that it was not based on the evidence of 
contemporary facts, but on the Christian version of their past history in 
the Bible. It is in this abnormality that 'anti-Semitism' has its origin and 
becomes distinct from the ordinary rough and tumble of relations 
between people.487 

Thus, Saul Friedlander believes "daB das Christentum die Juden in Dogma, 

Ritual und Praxis mit einem anscheinend unauslOschlichen Stigma 

brandmarkte".488 Anti-Semitism, then, appears to be "a major disease of 

Christendom (though also found outside it)" and its "least attractive feature". 

Martin Gilbert can consequently define anti-Semitism as "the two thousand

year old Christian hostility to Jews".489 

486 In this sense, Parkes argues, "the only ancient hostility ~ich could be call~d 'anti-Semitic' ••. was to be found in 
Egypt, and (e]specially Alexandria"; See Parkes, James, A H,~tory ofth_e Jewish People, p.32; Cf. Barbour, Neville, Nisi 
Dominus, p.19: • ••• anti-Semitism was by no means unknown m the ancient world". 
487 

Ibid. 
486 Friedlander, Saul, Das Dritte Reich und die Juden, p. 97. 
489 Gilbert, Martin, Never Again: A History of the Holocaust, p.8. 
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However, speaking of England in the seventeenth century, E.E. Stoll 

makes the point that "race hatred went deeper than religion with the nation as 

a whole"490
, and found expression in such statements as that of James 

Howell in a letter to Lord Clifford (1633), according to which the Jews are "the 

most hateful race of men".491 Stoll believes that anti-Semitism - the hatred of 

the Jews [Ger. Judenha!J] - is at bottom "a racial and social, rather than a 

religious, prejudice". Thus, for instance, he states that the 

frightful persecutions, the Jew-burnings, which at times of great 
emotional exaltation or depression raged through Europe in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, were almost always popular 
movements, not instigated or directed by the church; and princes, 
kings, emperors, popes like Clement VI, even fanatics like Saint 
Bernard, the Dominicans and the Franciscans, had, time and again, to 
interpose between the Jews and the violence of the mob. Converts 
fared little better than the faithful. And it was not the priest-ridden 
countries but those which first attained to a consciousness of national 
unity - England, France, Spain -... that expelled the Jews from their 
borders. 492 

Indeed, in the case of fifteenth-century Spain, Torquemada's anti-Semitism 

was clearly not just theological, but also racial, based on the notion of 'purity 

of blood' and the ideal of a pure Christian Spain, resulting in their persecution 

and murder by the Inquisition, and ultimate expulsion by Isabella and 

Ferdinand. 

But this form of race hatred [Ger. Rassenha/3] - as shared by the 

wider populace and encouraged by the emergence of a national 

consciousness - does not yet capture the specific modern sense of anti

Semitism as shaped by the racial theories of Gobineau, Chamberlain and 

National Socialist ideology - which might be called 'Aryan racial anti-

480 Stoll, Elmer Edgar, Shakespeare Studies (New Y~rk: Macmillan, 1927); from his essay "Shylock" (1911 ); in The 
Merchant of Venice (New York: Mentor, Plume & Mendon, 1965), p.161. 
491 Ibid., p.162. 
492 Ibid. p.163. 
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Semitism'. For this reason, according to Paul Trejo, it would be "inappropriate 

to label the New Testament as anti-Semitic in the modern sense of the word, 

since no racism is intended there. 'Neither Jew nor Greek', says the 

Scripture".493 Indeed, Trejo believes that, after Auschwitz, "the term anti

Semitism should be carefully monitored so that it refers solely and only to 

racism"494
• Thus, Aryan racism or racial anti-Semitism should be equated 

neither with Christian anti-Semitism nor Judeo-criticism; and it should also not 

retrospectively be applied to Hegel. Even the race-hatred discussed by Stoll 

does not correspond to this kind of racial anti-Semitism, since there is little 

evidence to suggest that it was based on specifically biological and scientific 

considerations (however spurious). We can therefore distinguish between 

racial anti-Semitism in this modern sense, Christian theological anti-Semitism, 

based on theologically derived but irrational notions and images of the Jew, 

and Judeo Criticism qua 'intellectual critique'. The Christian Hegel, I maintain, 

was neither a 'theological anti-Semite' nor an anti-Semite in the modern, 

racialist sense. In relation to the former charge, Hegel merely offers an 

intellectual critique of Judaism - just because his analysis may be regarded 

as erroneous, it does not necessarily follow that the philosopher gave 

expression to irrational prejudices against the Jews. 

Moreover, Hegel was certainly not an anti-Semite in the modern, 

racialist sense. Popper's efforts "to link Hegel with the racism of the Nazis, 

while disassociating him from the Western Christian tradition", as Walter 

Kaufmann notes495
, must therefore be rejected. Rudi Siebert similarly holds 

that "it would be an extreme anachronism to project the fascist anti-Semitism 

493 From The Hegel Society of the America, Paul Trejo to Rudi Siebert, Internet 16/10/2000; Cf. St Paul: "There is no 
such thing as a Jew and Greek, slave and freeman, male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus". 
494 The Penguin Encyclopaedia makes the point that "the use of the term p.e. Jews) to connote a distinct 'race' Is 
inaccurate; there are In fact Jews of all 'racial' types"; p.329. 
495 Kaufmann, Walter, "The Hegel Myth and Its Method", In Stewart, Jon [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.94. 
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into the New Testament" as well as "into Hegel", since "fascist anti-Semitism 

presupposes Darwin and social Darwinism" - and "Hegel writes before 

Darwin". Siebert thus (rightly) implies an intimate connection between fascist 

anti-Semitism and Darwin's evolutionary principles of the survival of the fittest 

and natural selection, understood as scientific [natural] law governing all 

aspects of life [social Darwinism]. Yet, he also maintains that there is a 

Christian (or non-fascist) form of anti-Semitism, which, he believes, was 

shared by Hegel. The question as to whether Hegel's philosophical writings 

exhibit this kind of anti-Semitism must now be answered. 

310 



ii) Hegel on Judaism and the Jews 

Hegel's early theological comments on Judaism were largely negative, 

insofar as they focused on the irrational elements of the Jewish faith as 

perceived by the Christian [i.e. Lutheran] Hegel; but, the context in which 

Hegel voices his criticism is often ignored by those who are quick to brand 

him an anti-Semite (in the theological sense) and racist. He speaks as a 

scholar attempting to account for the "clash between Jesus and the Jews" (in 

"The Spirit of Christianity and its Fate" (1797)) - Trejo refers to it as a "fairly 

ordinary Lutheran sermon" on this matter - in order to explain the apparent 

succession of one spiritual principle [Judaism] by another [Christianity]. 

However, Luther-496 was an anti-Semite in the theological sense outlined 

above, so that likening Hegel's style of Judea-criticism to a 'Lutheran sermon' 

creates the wrong impression. Moreover, it must be borne in mind that Hegel 

should not be regarded as anti-Semitic simply because he was a Lutheran; 

nor are Lutherans today necessarily or intrinsically anti-Semitic on account of 

their Lutheranism. While Luther could demand that "the Jews should have 

their synagogues burnt down and their property confiscated, and be driven 

out of the country for good"497
, Hegel does not; on the contrary, he supports 

their equal civil and political rights [cf. PR §270, Hegel's Notes]; nor does he 

demand their 'conversion' to Christianity. 

496 According to Daniel Goldhage~, "M~rtin. L~er's a~emitism ~as ferocious and Influential enough to have earned 
him a place in the pantheon of anti-Semites ; Hitler's Willing Executioners, p.53. 
497 As paraphrased by Althaus, Horst, Hegel: An lntel/ectua/ Biography, p.168. 
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It should also be noted, that Hegel always contextualised his 

comments on Judaism and the Jews historically (unlike e.g. Hitler, who de

historicised [enthistorisierte] the Jews and thus transformed them into an 

abstract principle of evil): in his early Essays, therefore, Hegel addresses 

himself explicitly to ancient Judaism and its conflicts of that time - e.g. the 

emergence of Christianity, the Roman occupation, the Jewish revolt, etc. 

Thus, when he refers to the "miserable situation of the Jewish peoplen and 

compares their fate to that of Macbeth, he refers to their situation during and 

after the Roman invasion, not to their situation in his day. Moreover, while 

Hegel clearly rejected Old Testament theology, his commitment to natural 

rights and universal emancipation are inconsistent with either theological or 

racial anti-Semitism. In short, not every critique of Judaism amounts to anti

Semitism in the senses outlined above, unless we ourselves affirm an 

intolerant principle and say: Judaism cannot be criticised at all. If we uphold 

this principle, then any negative view whatsoever of Judaism is anti-Semitic 

[unless we take the term anti-Semitism literally to mean 'against the Semites', 

which would then, however, also include Arabs, who are not Jewish, of 

course]. If not, we must distinguish between genuine criticism/critique and 

anti-Semitism. 

Hegel was primarily critical of the 'positivity' of Judaism (but also that 

of Christianity and, indeed, religion generally [ETW, "The Positivity of the 

Christian Religionn, §221)498 
- i.e. the Judaic "bondage to laW-499

, as it 

manifested itself in numerous rituals or "external ceremoniesn, leading to 

498 According to Michael 1nwo~d, •a religion is pos~ve If it la~ down dogmas, rituals, and rules that are to be accepted 
simply because they are prescnbed by ~arthly or d~vlne .auth~rity, and.not b~cause they cohere with the life and custom 
of its adherents or can be seen to be rationally Justified. So, positive , In thtS sense, •contrasts with 'rational', not with 
'negative'"; Cf. A Hegel Dictionary, p.84. 
499 However "that bondage of law", Hegel says, "from which Christians so heartily congratulate themselves as being 
free _ turns u~ once more In the Christian Church", ~lch implies, of course, that it Is not exclusive to Judaism, but 
perhaps characteristic of and Intrinsic to the latter (Ibid.). 
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"mechanical worshipn. He thus regarded Judaism as a "religion of legalistic 

servility", a faith that "cuts short all speculation" on the part of the individual. 

Judaism, he says, "was restricted solely to the study of the sacred sources, 

and it confined virtue to a blind obedience to these authoritative commands". 

It is the apparent demand of strict adherence to the letter of the law, which 

Hegel objects to, in substantial agreement with St. Paul's assertion that "the 

letter killeth, but the spirit giveth lifen.500 

Furthermore, the individual, on Hegel's view, was "not respectedn in 

Judaism, while the family alone had "inherent value" [PH 197). Jesus, who 

was, of course, "a Jew" [ETW §6], introduced the "principle of individuality" or 

"subjectivity" and, in so doing, transcended Judaism: 

the principle of his faith and his gospel was not only the revealed will 
of God as it was transmitted to him by Jewish traditions, but also his 
own heart's living sense of right and duty [Ibid.]. 

Indeed, for Hegel, as Joachim Ritter argues, "Christianity first brought 

awareness that man as man is free and that thus all are to count as free and 

that freedom is the "most proper nature" of man."501 For Hegel, Christianity 

was, therefore, the "religion of freedom" [PR §270A (Hotho)].502 

Hegel credits Judaism with introducing monotheism, with its 

conception of God as "the purely One". However, he argues, "the God of the 

Jewish people is the God only of Abraham and his seed". The God of Jesus, 

on the other hand, is the "God of man", i.e. of all men. In other words, the 

Jewish Yahweh is the particular God of one chosen people, whereas the God 

of Jesus is the universal spirit of common humanity. As Pinkard notes, for 

Hegel the 

500 This expresses the Christian idea of "divine mercy", which at once fulfils and transcends the law. 
501 Ritter, Joachim, Hegel and the French Revolution, p. 86. 
502 However, he adds that "it may come about that this freedom is perverted into unfreedom under the influence of 
superstition"; PR §270A (Hotho). 
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Christian religion ... was "universal". It was not the national religion of 
any one "people" or any culture, but was instead the religion of 
humanity, the mode by which humanity could come to understand 
itself as it truly was; and it was also thereby the religion of realised 
freedom.503 

On Hegel's interpretation, then, the spiritual principle embodied in 

Christianity constitutes an advancement on the Judaic principle, just as the 

latter itself constituted a higher development of the religious principles of the 

Egyptians and Persians. So, we move, for instance, from the 'idea of Light' to 

that of 'Jehovah' as 'the purely One', which, according to Hegel, "forms the 

point of separation between East and West", and, with the advent of Jesus, to 

that of the trinitarian God of Christianity. "Der christliche Gott", Hegel says, "ist 

nicht bloss der unterschiedslose Eine, sondern der Dreieinige, der den 

Unterschied in sich enthaltende, der Mensch gewordene, der sich selbst 

offenbarende Geist" [Enc. 111, Werke X, §343, 61]. 

In his Philosophy of History, Hegel speaks of Judaism as "spiritual" 

and "purified", and as exhibiting "great principles", but also as being 

"exclusive". The latter interpretation may be rejected, but it is not racist, nor 

does it express irrational prejudices against the Jews; indeed, consider 

Deuteronomy [14:2]: 

Thou art an holy people unto the Lord thy God, and the Lord hath 
chosen thee to be a peculiar people unto himself, above all peoples 
that are upon the face of the earth; 

and Leviticus [20:26]: "I am the Lord your God, which have separated you 

from other people". As Horst Althaus puts it, "if the Jewish people is expressly 

chosen by God, then its God must naturally be opposed to the universal in 

general. God here figures as the God of his created human servants, and is 

503 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 501. 
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not yet the God of free human beings as such" .504 It is, therefore, the idea of 

a national, particular God - i.e. the God of only one people or nation - that 

Hegel regards as less advanced than that of a universal God. 

But Hegel also emphasises that the Jewish people are of "wor1d

historical importance and weight" [PH 321], that is to say, "dasjOdische Voll(' 

or "die jOdische Nation" (not the Jewish race [die jOdische Rasseldas jOdische 

Geschlech~!) exerted an influence on "all peoples that are upon the face of 

the earth" [Deut. 14:2] and furthered civilization. "On the whole", Hegel says, 

"the Jewish history exhibits grand features of character" [PH 197]; indeed, "in 

history and the judgement of nations" the Jews "stand ... above the Greeks 

and Romans ... ". 

In the Philosophy of Religion, the mature Hegel revised his earlier 

negative conception of Judaism as a religion of legalistic servility, describing it 

now as the "religion of sublimity" - which Pinkard believes was largely due to 

the influence of his Jewish friend and colleague Eduard Gans - and 

reaffirming "the role played by Judaism in the development of Christianity". 

Hegel thus toned down his emphasis on the negative - i.e. irrational - aspect 

of Judaism, and "formed more positive" - i.e. more rational - ones about it.505 

While he still describes Judaism as a "bifurcated consciousness", there is 

nothing racist in his remarks. Again, his (Christian) interpretation of Judaism, 

which constitutes the basis of his Judeo-criticism, may be rejected on closer 

analysis, but does not amount to anti-Semitism in the modern racialist sense. 

Nor is it, I believe, anti-Semitic in the theological sense qua expression of 

irrational prejudices against Jews based on unfounded theological 

interpretations. Of course, if one maintains that Christianity per se is anti-

504 Althaus, Horst, Hegel: An Intellectual Biography, p. 246. 
505 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 501. 
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Semitic in this sense, it follows that every Christian is automatically also an 

anti-Semite. This interpretation, however, ought to be rejected. 

While Hegel assessed various aspects of Judaism negatively, 

especially in his early theological essays, his attitude certainly is never one of 

racial hatred or religious, cultural and political intolerance. Unlike Fries, he 

nowhere demands that "the Jewish religion ... ought not to be tolerated", or 

that Jewry should be "extirpated root and branch".506 On the contrary, the 

modern state is necessarily characterised by a diversity of opinions, manners 

and beliefs. Moreover, Hegel's Christian Judeo-criticism, like his Protestant 

(i.e. Lutheran) critique of Catholicism - did not prevent him from speaking out 

against the unjust treatment of Jews and Catholics where he saw it. With 

regard to the latter, as Pinkard points out, he was 

obviously outraged at the treatment of Catholics in Ireland; even his 
view that Catholicism itself was incompatible with a modern rational 
constitution did not blind him to what he took to be the obvious 
injustice of the treatment of the lrish.507 

The treatment of the Irish Catholic population by the English, he 

asserts in "On the English Reform Bi11"508
, is simply "unprecedented in a 

civilized and Protestant nation". Indeed, "even the Turks have generally left 

alone the churches of their subjugated Christian, Armenian, and Jewish 

inhabitants". And, when he saw himself confronted with a groundswell of 

popular opinion against Jewish emancipation, Hegel supported it; at a time 

when Fries and Savigny emphasised the alienness [Fremdartigkei~ of Jews, 

506 Fries, J.F., Ober die Geflihrdung des Wohlstandes und Characters der Deutschen durch die Juden, p.18. 
507 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 502. 
508 Hegel, •Ober die Englische Reformbill", Werke 11, p.103. 
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Hegel stressed that "they are, above all, human beings [Menschen]", as well 

as fellow citizens with equal civil and political rights. Indeed, in the Philosophy 

of Right (1821) he explicitly rejects the emphasis on the Jews as uein fremdes 

Voll<' - a foreign people - and, therefore, as un-German [undeutsch]. 
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iii) Jewish Emancipation 

In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel explicitly supports equal civil rights 

for Jews509 as a rational imperative of the modern state [§270, Hegel's Notes]. 

By contrast, Hegel's contemporary Fries - the 'ultra liberal' - had argued 

against Jewish emancipation and called for the "rooting out root and branch" 

of Jewry [Judentum] in Germany "since of all societies and states, secret or 

public, it is plainly the most dangerous to the state".510 Indeed, he argued that 

Jews should once again be made to wear "a special mark on their clothing" to 

set them visibly apart from the rest of the (German) population. As Boisseree 

wrote to Goethe [9 October 1817; cf. B./1, 418], Fries had thrown himself not 

only into "Teutonismus", but also "Judenhaf!t. Similarly, Friedrich Ruhs - a 

"reactionary nationalist Romantic", according to Pinkard, published a 

pamphlet in the same year, arguing against "civil and political equality for 

Jews on the grounds that they were essentially "aliens" in German life", a view 

also shared by Savigny. This is close to Hitler's later view: "We must build up 

our State without Jews [Wir massen unseren Staat ohne Juden erbauen]. 

They can never be anything but stateless aliens [staatslose Fremde], they 

can never have any legal or constitutional status" [Volkischer Beobachter, 26 

June 1933). Extreme Deutschtamler rejected the emancipation of Jews as a 

"Schande" and called for open Judenhal3, which eventually led to mob

inspired pogroms in Frankfurt and Darmstadt in which some 

Burschenschaften participated [notably the Darmstadt based student 

association Arminia]. Liberal and romantic reactionary nationalism in 

509 While the Jews had been granted civil rights in Prussia In 1812- in the "Edikt, betreffend die bOrgertichen 
VerhAltnisse der Juden" - they were still professionally barre~ from of1:!cial positions. As Terry Pinkard points out, "the 
king himself had expressly forbidden Jews from holding P~~lrc offices ; Hegel: A Biography, p.535. However, §8 of the 
Prussian edict of emancipation "declared that Jews are ehgible for those academic positions "for which they have made 
themselves suitable", Ibid. p. 533. Savigny opposed the acceptance of any "Jew" - orthodox, reformed, or converted - to 
the law faculty. 
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Germany thus discovered common ground in their hatred of the Jews, which 

found particular expression - in Hegel's day - in their opposition to Jewish 

emancipation, and their expressed desire to see the Jews excluded from 

'German life'. It becomes apparent that the nationalist conception of civil 

society, citizenship and civil rights - and, therefore, of the modem state, its 

constitution and function - was fundamentally different from that of Hegel. 

For Hegel, it would be simply irrational to deny Jews equal rights of 

citizenship - i.e. full legal equality with the non-Jewish population - because it 

would not only make the ideas of freedom of conscience and worship, and 

"careers open to talent"511
- which he supports - meaningless, but 

paradoxically preserve [ema/ten] "die den Juden vorgeworfene Trennung". 

According to Hegel, 

[If they had not been granted civil rights,] the Jews would have 
remained in isolation with which they have been reproached, and this 
would rightly have brought blame [Schuld] and reproach upon the 
state which excluded them; for the state would thereby have failed to 
recognise its own principle as an objective institution with a power of 
its own ... While the demand for the exclusion of the Jews claimed to 
be based on the highest right, it has proved in practice to be the 
height of folly, whereas the way the governments have acted has 
proved wise and honourable [PR §270A]. 

Hegel undoubtedly has Fries in mind when he points to the illogicality 

attached to the demand for the exclusion of Jews on the basis that they are 

exclusive. According to Fries, 

510 Fries J.F ., Ober die Gefahrdung des Wohlstandes und Characters der Deutschen durch die Juden, p.18. 
511 Nap~leon had granted freedom of worship to all citizens in July 1801, according to David Thomson, "subject only to 
the preservation of public order", as well as "careers open to talent" and "free social and educational opportunity" for 
every citizen.; Cf. Europe since Napoleon, pp. 58-59. 
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the Jews can become subjects to our government, but as Jews they 
can never become citizens of our people, for as Jews they want to be 
a distinct people, and so they necessarily separate themselves from 
our German national community [von unserer deutschnationalen 
Gemeinschaft]. 512 

Fries, like Savigny, conceived of the Jews - as did the Nazis - as community 

aliens [Gemeinschaftsfremde; also Volksfremde, by which the Nazis meant 

Blutsfremde- blood aliens]. Yet, he opposed their emancipation, which alone 

would ensure the end of their alleged exclusiveness. This, of course, implies 

that they can really never be part of "our German national community [unsere 

deutschnationale Gemeinschaft]". Hegel, however, believes that 

in our day the tie between members of a state in respect of manners, 
education, language, may be rather loose or even non-existent. 
Identity in these matters, once the foundation of a people's union, is 
now to be reckoned amongst the accidents whose character does not 
hinder a mass from constituting a public authority ... Thus dissimilarity in 
culture and manners is a necessary product as well as a necessary 
condition of the stability of modern states [FS, Werke I, pp.477-8].513 

It is, therefore, quite wrong of Anthony Quinton to argue that "Hegel firmly 

identified the state with the kind of linguistically and culturally homogenous 

nation-state that prevailed in most of Western Europe ... ".514 

Hegel argues further that 

the granting of civil rights gives those who receive them a self
awareness as recognised legal [rechtliche] persons in civil society, 
and it is from this root, infinite and free from all other influences, that 
the desired assimilation in terms of attitude and disposition arises [PR 
§270A] 

512 Fries, J.F., Ober die Gefahrdung des Woh/standes und Characters der Deutschen durch die Juden, p.3. 
513 As cited by Shlomo Avinerl, "Hook's Hegel", In Kaufmann, Walter [ed.), Hege/'s Political Philosophy, p.74. 
514 See Kenny, Anthony (ed.), The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, Ch. Ill, p. 182. 
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He does not imply that the Jews should relinquish their faith. As Pinkard 

notes, 

Hegel... openly declared ... that to be true to themselves, modern 
states were rationally compelled to grant full emancipation to Jews, 
and not to make this emancipation conditional on their conversion to 
Christianity. 515 

Siebert is quite wrong, in my view, when he asserts that Hegel's idea of 

Jewish emancipation - like that of Fichte - implies that "in order to become 

citizens of the modern state the Jews are supposed to give up their 

Jewishness". This is not what Hegel has in mind: like all other citizens, the 

Jews as citizens should simply identify with the state of which they are 

members "in terms of attitude and disposition", not by means of religious 

conversion. As far as he is concerned, Jews are to be regarded as citizens of 

the Jewish faith [Staatsbarger Jadischen Glaubens], and, as such, are 

subject to civil laws. And civil laws, the young Hegel wrote, 

affect every citizen's security of person and property, and this has 
nothing at all to do with his religious opinions. Thus, whatever his faith, 
it is the state's duty to protect his rights as a citizen ... [ETW §22). 

Hegel thus stands on the side of religious toleration and Jewish emancipation; 

in his early theological writings, he addresses the "uneasiness" felt by 

someone confronted by a member of a faith different to his own: "A sort of 

surprise comes over a secretary if he hears of men who are not of his faith, 

and this feeling of uneasiness which they create in him is very readily 

transformed into dislike and hatred of them" [En,\/]. This dislike and hatred, 

is, however, purely irrational and hence not a 'good reason' for the exclusion 

of those who have other beliefs. 

515 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 534. 
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The irrational attitude towards Jewish emancipation may be 

exemplified as follows: 

A particularly instructive expression of the anti-emancipationist 
sentiment was made by a Baden priest in the 1830s, who said that he 
would rather have cholera come to his community than the 
emancipation of the Jews to his home.516 

The exaggerated emphasis on Jews being an alien people or nation 

[ein fremdes Volkleine fremde Nation], or a corporate political group, rather 

than a particular religious party [eine besondere Religionsparte1]- which was 

bandied about in the anti-Semitic literature of the day - was also criticised by 

Hegel [Cf. PR §270, Hegel's Addition]. The Jews are - as far as the state is 

concerned - another "religious party", like the Mennonites, Quakers and 

Anabaptists, which should be tolerated and granted equal civil rights, even if 

they refuse - on religious grounds -to perform "formal duties", such as military 

service517, which the Jews, of course, did not.518 All clamours to the contrary 

have proved, Hegel says, "the height of folly" [PR §270, Hegel's Note). In 

other words, "the way the governments have acted", as opposed to those 

who demanded "the exclusion of the Jews", has "proved wise and 

honourable" [Ibid.] (As Wood notes, "Hegel here refers to Chancellor 

Hardenberg's 'Edict Concerning the Civil Relations of the Jews '(11 March 

1812), which declared that Jews were to enjoy full equality of civil and political 

rights in Prussia"519
). 

518 Goldhagen, Daniel, Hitler's Willing Executioners, p. 124. 
517 The Mennonites, for example, "were exempt from military service In Prussia until 1868"; Cf. Knox's translation of 
Hegel's Philosophy of Right, Translator's Notes, p. 367. 
518 It is Interesting to consider Hindenburg's later attitude towards the Jews as expressed in a letter to Hitler: "If they p.e. 
the Jews] were worthy of fighting and bleedi~g for_Germanr P.e~ durin_g th~ First World War], they must be considered 
worthy of continuing to serve the Fatherland in their professions; as cited In Toland, John, Hitler, p.308. 
519 Wood, Allen, Notes to Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbet, p.459. 
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What the anti-emancipationists seem to forget, he asserts further, is 

that the Jews are, above all, "'Menschen"5
'20, not some "'neutral, abstract 

quality" [PR §270, Hegel's Note]. In the words of Shakespeare: 

Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimension, 
senses, affections, passions? - fed with the same food, hurt with the 
same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same 
means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer as a 
Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we 
not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die? [Shakespeare, The 
Merchant of Venice] 

And, "der Mensch", Hegel argued in his Encyclopaedia, 

ist an sich vemunftig; darin liegt die MOglichkeit des Rechtes aller 
Menschen, - die Nichtigkeit einer starren Unterscheidung in 
berechtigte und rechtlose Menschengattungen [Enc. Ill, Werke X, 
§393 p.57]. 

In forgetting this fact - i.e. that Jews are human beings - Fries and his 

followers implicitly deny their universal or common humanity. Hegel, on the 

other hand, emphasises that 

the nature of a human being consists precisely in the fact that he is 
essentially universal in character, not an abstraction of the moment 
and a single fragment of knowledge [PR § 132]. 

In his Encyclopaedia he opposes those who sought to declare and, indeed, 

prove the natural intellectual superiority of one Menschengattung [race] over 

another, so that some may be "'treated like animals" [Enc. Ill, §393, Werke X, 

p.57]. 

The first step towards dehumanising the Jews in the early part of the 

nineteenth century in Germany, which reached its height during the Third 

Reich, was thus taken, not by Hegel, but by men like Fries and Savigny, 

among others. Hitler ultimately proclaimed: "'the Jew [is] not acknowledged by 

520 Josef Goebbels later attacked "diejenigen seiner Landsleute welche ... <schamlos> behaupten, der Jude sei 
schlieBlich auch ein Mensch"; Cf. Friedlander, Saul, Das Dritte Reich und die Juden, p.146. 
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us to be a human being". Consequently, the Jews came to be described as 

'two-legged beasts' and likened to rats, vermin, and parasites. The term 

human being [Mensch] was stripped of its universality, and re-defined by 

National Socialism in purely and extreme particularist terms: it no longer 

applied to Jews and other so-called 'sub-humans' [Untermenschen], but 

exclusively referred to 'the Aryan'. The criterion applied was that of blood, 

which automatically precluded all but those of 'pure Aryan blood' from being 

human. Thus, once excluded from counting as a human being, one was 

precluded from ever becoming one. The premise of racist anti-Semitism - as 

a development from mere contempt and hatred to mass murder - is therefore 

the denial of universal humanity. Hegel affirms the latter - albeit not in the 

abstract, one-sided cosmopolitan sense, which denies all differences and 

particularities - arguing that "a human being counts as such because he is a 

human being, not because he is a Jew, Catholic, Protestant, German, Italian, 

etc. This consciousness, which is the aim of thought, is of infinite 

importance ... • [PR §209]. 

Fries, by comparison - as Goldhagen notes -

had already adopted in 1816 the secularised vocabulary of modem 
anti-Semitism, which replaced theologically informed and elaborated 
notions of Jews with a social and political outlook emphasising the 
debased moral character of the Jews. The Jews, in Fries' view, were a 
group of fundamentally "asocials" who were bent upon undermining 
the order of society and upon wresting control of Germany away from 
the Germans. He conceived of Jews not foremost as a religious group 
(although he acknowledged this dimension of their identity), but as a 
nation and a political association521

• 

Fries, of course, claimed to be misunderstood: he did not hate the Jews, he 

said, but only wanted to "reform Jewishness" [Judentum]. According to 

Pinkard, Fries maintained that "he had not spoken of hatred for the Jews 

521 Goldhagen, Daniel J., Hitler's Willing Executioners, p. 54. 
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themselves, nor of depriving Jews of their rights, but had spoken out only 

"against Jewishness as a degenerate social formation in the life of the 

German people." However, Pinkard continues, 

people like Hegel and his friends were not taken in by Fries's 
distinction between only hating Jewishness and not hating Jews, and 
this was finally the last straw for Hegel with Fries ... as far as Hegel was 
concerned, Fries had now come to stand for the worst elements of the 
new German movement. .. 522 

And Hegel was by no means alone in his negative assessment of Fries. As 

his friend Boisseree wrote to Goethe about Fries (October 9, 1817): 

since things have gone badly for him in philosophy, he has thrown 
himself into astronomy for ladies, after that into a makeshift physics, 
and now finally into teutonism and hatred of the Jews, all of this just to 
earn his keep. 

Hegel complains, as we have seen, that men like Fries speak of the Jews as 

if they were nothing more than "eine flache, abstrakte Qualitat". This 

conveniently enables them to project all sorts of imagined and irrational 

determinations onto the Jews, and, consequently, to accuse and condemn 

them a priori for whatever they want to accuse and condemn them for, 

unmediated by proofs. A parallel may be drawn in this respect to the 

condemnation and persecution of heretics [notably Jews and converted or 

Christian Jews [Sp.Conversos], as well as various heretical sects, like the 

Albigensians, Dolomites, and Cathars] and witches during the Middle Ages - a 

period in history that had been idealised by Romantics like Novalis. According 

to Hegel, "the unbelief of the heretics was regarded as none other than the 

indwelling spirit of Evil". Similarly, as Saul Friedlander notes in relation to Nazi 

Germany, the Jew in Hitler's descriptions was "transformed into an abstract 

principle of evil".523 The "fury against the evil principle" - e.g. the persecution of 

522 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 397. 
523 Friedlander, Saul, Das Oritte Reich und die Juden, p. 99. 
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witches and heretics - Hegel continues, professed to be based on "a direct 

knowledge [one not mediated by proofs]". Consequently, "mere disposition, 

unaccompanied by any overt act or expression, was made an object of 

punishment", as it was during the Third Reich vis-a-vis the Jews (but also 

other groups regarded as Volksfremd). As Detlev Peukert notes, 

unlike traditional anti-Semitism of a religious or nationalistic cast, the 
anti-Semitism of the NSDAP was ... directed against. .. an abstract 
object, 'the Jew' as such: an artificial racialist construct. This all
encompassing image entailed an all-encompassing 'final solution', for 
the very reason that the mythical target of 'the Jew' served to conceal 
the otherwise obvious fact that a racialist interpretation of world 
problems bore little relation to reality.524 

For Hegel, this kind of abstraction amounts to "a delusion powered by 

suspicion" - i.e. the worst kind of fanaticism, which inevitably ends - as during 

the Middle Ages, "during the sway of the Roman Emperors, and under 

Robespierre's Reign of Terror" - in "frightful barbarity" [PH 427]. This 

fanaticism - which, as Hegel defines it in the Philosophy of Right, "wills only 

what is abstract, not what is articulated, so whenever differences emerge, it 

finds them incompatible and cancels them" - manifested itself also in the 

"terrible prelude" to the Crusades, when "many thousands of Jews were 

massacred and their property seized" [PH 427]. 

It is also worth mentioning - as Pinkard notes - that, on a personal 

level, Hegel "was a frequent visitor at many of the social gatherings and 

salons thrown by the prosperous, emancipated Berlin Jewish community".525 

He counted many Jews among his friends and colleagues - the poet Heinrich 

Heine, the philosopher Eduard Gans, the humorist Abraham Sapphir, and the 

banker Joseph Mendelssohn. 

524 Peukert, Detlev, Inside Nazi Germany, p.209. 
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&a Concluding Remarks eq, 

To be great is to be misunderstood 
- Ralph Waldo Emerson -

Based on the view that Hegel has been interpreted in a nationalist 

vein [whether positively or negatively from the interpreter's own perspectives, 

although mainly negatively after 1945] owing primarily to the apparent 

similarities between his vocabulary and that of nationalism p.e.German 

nationalism], the present study examined the nationalist image of the 

philosopher by means of an analysis concerning those terms, phrases, 

expressions etc. common to both. It concludes with the view that this image is 

misleading and inaccurate. Hegel did not give expression to nationalist ideals, 

concepts, and sentiments - whether cultural/Romantic or political - despite the 

similarities between some of his expressions and those of nationalist thinkers. 

In short, the linguistic similarities between Hegel's vocabulary and that of 

nationalism do not amount to conceptual affinities [i.e. shared opinions, views, 

principles, aims, etc.] and are not indicative of a general attitude compatible 

with German cultural/Romantic and/or political nationalism as it manifested 

itself in his day and subsequently throughout the nineteenth century, or with 

its extreme expression qua National Socialism in the twentieth century, with 

525 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 534. 
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which Hegel's name has frequently been associated [e.g. Popper, 

Kiesewetter, Steding, etc.].526 

Many nationalist interpretations, therefore, appear to be based on 

misunderstandings concerning Hegel's use of language, especially the 

meaning he assigned to those terms also central to the vocabulary of 

German nationalism. On closer analysis, however, it becomes apparent that 

Hegel's use of and meaning of terms and expressions like Volk, Volksgeist, 

Nation, Staat, Freiheit, Vorsehung, Weltgeschichte, "organische Totalitsr, 

etc. differ from those of nationalists and frequently also from the common 

Sprachgebrauch of his time. For example, Volksgeist in Hegel's terminology 

does not signify some unconscious force animating an ethno-culturally and 

linguistically homogenous people, an artificially [i.e. state-] created communal 

spirit, or race soul, but rather, as Richard Bellamy points out, a community's 

"characteristic set of cultural norms and values inherent in the practices of its 

526 Even In his early writings, Hegel gives expression to anti-nationalist views and sentiments: Avineri maintains, with 
reference to Hegel's Early Theological Writings, that 

an examination of these essays reveals that the only passages which have any bearing on problems of 
nationalism are vehemently anti-nationalist and totally opposed to the romantic notions of the German 
nationalist literature of that period, 

and that Hegel e.g. "dismisses the Herderian tradition of reviving the German Ur-Mythos and Ur-Volk"; similarly, In his 
essay on The German Constitution, "which did much to create a twisted Image of Hegel's attitude towards nationalism", 
Avinerl argues, Hegel "offered an explanation of the collap~ ~f the Holy Roman Empire". While he considers how 
Germany may become a strong central E_ur~pea_n power ~1n ~e framework ~f the his~orical Reich", it is In the sense 
of a •political unit, without national or ethrnc-hnguIstic connotations . Indeed, the essay traded off in a rather pessimistic 
note when he expressed the opinion that the attempt would probably not succeed"; see Avinerl, Shlomo "Hegel and 
Nationalism" in Stewart Jon [ed.], The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.112; Avineri further points out that' 

th~ name giv~n to the essay is not Hegel's, who left it without a title. The essay runs to some 140 pages, and 
the extracts published by Rosenkranz do not_exceed a tenth of the total._The carefully biased fragmentary 
publication created around 1850 the impression that Hegel was advocating something like German 
unification, and readers were un~ble to verify this imp~ession which would have been exploded had the work 
been published in its entirety. This fragmentary acquaintance served as a basis for a popular exposition of 
Hegel's views in the significant year 1870 ... The full extent of The Constitution of Germany was published for 
the first time In 1893 by Georg Mollat. .. (lbid.) 

And, taking a close look at the whole essay, we discover, for instance, the following remarks pertaining to the 
characteristic of the modem state:] . . . . 

In our times, there is no need for_ integration or unity in the states as far as custom, tradition, culture and 
language are concemed ... The ~ialects 0 ~ many provinces of France and England differ form the dominant 
tongue .•. ln Wales and the Hebndes Enghsh I~ not ~oken at all ... The Austrian and Russian monarchs do not 
even know how many languages are spoken in their states - and precisely their states are models of the 
modern state, whose integra~on arises.• -~0m the spirit an~ unity of a common political consciousness; 

See Lasson, Georg [ed.], Hegel's Schnften zur Politik und Rechtsph1/osophie, pp.24-25 [as cited by Avineri, Op.cit., 

p.113]. 
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members". Nor does it imply, Bellamy adds, the "complete identification of 

individual and social context"527
, since the consciousness of identity with the 

Volksgeist on the part of individuals emanates, according to Hegel, "from the 

individual himself and is not instilled into him by others; the individual exists 

within this substance" [Enc. Ill, Werke X, §514]. 

Similarly, Hegel's conception of the modern state is not that of an 

absolutist, despotic, or totalitarian state, because it must e.g. incorporate the 

principle of individuality, subjectivity, and particularity. The modern state in 

Hegel's vocabulary refers to a politically organised society - based on 

explicitly rational laws - that recognises and respects the individual's right to 

direct his own life [freedom of choice], and provides for this right in the form of 

its institutions [PR §185R; 206R]. The individual, in turn, recognises and 

respects the laws of the state, provided they are rational and do not run 

counter to his essence as human being [e.g. insofar they do not promote 

slavery [negation of freedom] or prescribe what is to be true for the individual, 

etc.]. 

The essence of the modern state is that the universal is bound up with 
the complete freedom of its particular members and with private well
being ... The universal must be furthered, but subjectivity on the other 
hand must attain its full and living development. It is only when both 
these moments subsist in their strength that the state can be regarded 
as articulated and genuinely organised [PR §260A]. 

According to Pinkard, the modern state as conceived by Hegel "must 

incorporate within itself the plurality of ways of life and even of virtues"528
, so 

that the "best state", according to Hegel, "is that in which the greatest degree 

offreedom prevails"[LPWH 199]. Indeed, the "enormous strength" of the 

527 Bellamy, Richard, "Hegel and Liberalism", in Stem, Robert [ed.], G.WF. Hegel: Critical Assessments, vol. II 
~London & New York: Routledge, 1993), p.328. 
28 Pinkard, Terry, Hegel: A Biography, p. 487. 
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modern state lies in the fact that the state's "substantive unity" rests on the 

principles of "subjectivity" and "personal peculiarity" [PR §260]. 

We are further told that, in the modern state, integration arises "from 

"the spirit and unity of a common political consciousness", so that such a 

state can embrace the coexistence of several nations in the ethno-cultural, 

linguistic, and geographical sense.529 As such, the expression der modeme 

Staat does not, in Hegel's terminology, primarily or exclusively signify a single 

nation-state, i.e. a state based on a single ethno-cultural, linguistic and 

territorial nation. 

Hegel does not regard the modern state exclusively or primarily as a 

nation-state [Nationalstaa6 since "he affirms the sovereignty of nationally or 

geographically limited states" [see Let., Editor's comments, p.330; cf. VPG 

Werke XII, p.539]-what Palczynski refers to as "segments of ethnic 

nations"530 - such as his native WOrttemberg, Prussia, and Bavaria, for 

example. And these, according to Avineri, are "not 'national units' in the 

modern sense".531 Consider also e.g. "die Griechische Nation" [in the sense of 

natio and territorium], which differentiated itself into a number of "griechische 

VOiker". e.g. Athenians, Thebians, etc. -which, in turn, formed independent 

and sovereign city-states [po/eis], i.e. fully self-governing political units. (Hegel 

identifies "die Lakedeimonier, die Thebaner, und die Athener" [Enc. Ill, Werke 

x, §394, zusatz, p. 65) as the "hervorragenden VOiker" or "HauptvOlker 

529 According to Lord Acton, writing at th~ end of the nineteenth ce~tlny, 
The coexistence of several nations under_ tt:1~ s~me State IS a t~st, ~s well as the best security of its freedom. 
It is also one of the chief instruments of cMllzation .•• The combination of different nations in one State is as 
necessary a condition of civilized life as the combination ~f men in society. Where political and national 
boundaries coincide, society cea~s to ~dvance, and nations rela~se into a condition corresponding to that of 
men who renounce intercou~se with their fellow '!1en. • .A State which Is incompetent to satisfy different races 
condemns itself; a State which labours to neutralize, to absorb, or to expel them is destitute of the chief basis 
of self-government. 

As cited in Gardels, Nathan [ed.], At Century's End, p.103. 
530 Pelczynskl, A. [ed.], Civil Society and the State: Studies in Hegel's Political Philosophy, p.276. 

531 Avineri, Shlomo, "Hegel and Nationalism•, in Stewart, Jon [ed.), The Hegel Myths and Legends, p.117. 
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Griechenlands" [Ibid.]). And each po/is thus understood had a spirit of its own, 

i.e. a particular Volksgeist. 

Moreover, there is sufficient textual evidence that Hegel did not lend 

support to the nationalist movement of his day. Consider his consistent 

support for the French Revolution [but not for Robespierre and the 

Jacobins!532
], and Napoleon533 

- e.g. he approved of Napoleonic reforms [by 

which he means liberal and rational reforms] and even Napoleonic invasion 

[Let. 115; Bruno Bauer later accused Hegel of "extolling the French and 

scorning the Germansn; as cited in Stern, Robert [ed.], Hegel: Critical 

Assessments, Vol. 11, p.139]; his less than enthusiastic attitude towards 

German union; his condemnation of the kind of Deutschtum and 

Deutschtomlei he identifies with Deutschdummheit, his opposition to the 

Burschenschaften [cf. B. II, 358, 359] and both the philosophy and politics of 

feeling and emotion [political romanticism and populism a la Fries, who 

"misled the student movement by giving it a nationalistic, Teutonic, 

xenophobic, anti-French and anti-Semitic cast"; see Let., Editor's comments, 

p.445)534; his support for Jewish emancipation when many so-called or self

professed liberals opposed it, etc. Indeed, Hegel was derisive of the rise of 

German nationalism, anti-Semitism, and the cultural/Romantic 'cult of 

Teutonism', and frequently refers negatively to e.g. "all the festivities and 

wearisome twaddle" [Let. 312, to Paulus, October 1814] that went along with 

532 In a letter to Schelling, for example, Hegel refers to "the ignominy of Robespierre's party"; see Let. 19, Bern, 1794. 
533 Cf. Let. 9, Editor's comments: Hegel's "enthusiasm for the French Revolution and Napoleon were constant"; as one 
student noted In 1826, Hegel still drank a toast to the Revolution on Bastille Day - "he explained its significance and said 
that a year ne~er passed without his celebrating the anniversary in this way"; as cited by Knox T.M. "Hegel and 
Prussianism", in Kaufmann, Walter [ed.], Hege/'s Political Philosophy, p.20. ' ' 
534 Hegel, on the other hand, is generally regarded as having influenced the students positively. Consider Altenstein's 
letter to Hardenberg in 1822: 

Er [Hegel] hat unendllch w~hltatig au! die Jug~nd gewi~kt. Mit Mut, Ernst und Sachkenntnis hat er sich dem 
eingerissenen Verderben eines [~enig] grO~dhchen_ Phdosophen p.e. Fries] entgegengesetzt und den DOnkel 
der jungen Leute gebrochen. Er Is durch seine Gesinnung Mchst achtbar, und es wird solches, sowie seine 
wohttatige Wirksamkeit Oberhaupt, auch von denen anerkannt, welche mit Mistrauen gegen alle Philosophie 
erfOllt slnd [B. II, 495; my brackets). 
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it [cf. Editors comments, Let. p. 310: Clark Butler maintains that Hegel here 

"subjects German nationalism to his most biting satire"]. Instead, he was 

consistently committed to natural law and universal rights, constitutionalism, 

representative government, and - in general - cultural and political pluralism. 

In fact, a truly rational government [Regierung] in a truly rational state cannot 

be nationalist since it must pursue and guarantee the good of all its citizens, 

regardless of ethnic origins, race, language, religious beliefs, etc., so that the 

'common good' [das Allgemeinwoh~ is not understood as a function of an 

ethnic, racial, linguistic, or religious group. Far from being the first exponent of 

the "nationalist state" [Heller], Hegel was an advocate of the rational state 

[Staat der Vemunff] qua constitutional state as outlined in his 

Rechtsphi/osophie. Here, he supports constitutional monarchy [PR§ 273; § 

278R] and representative institutions [PR§§ 302-314]; he advocates the 

division of the functions of government [PR §277]; he is a consistent 

opponent of feudalism [PR §46, § 62R, §64, §75R, § 172A, § 1 S0R, §273R, 

§278R, §286R]; he admires the Prussian and Napoleonic law codes [PR 

§211 R, §216, §258R]; he is opposed to the unification of the smaller German 

states into a 'greater Germany', i.e. to the idea that the various small states 

should form a political union [PR §322]535
; he supports civil rights for Jews 

[PR §270] and conscientious objection to military service; he supports the 

freedom of the press; he champions the equality of all citizens before the law 

[PR §219]; the modern political state as conceived by Hegel, according to 

Marcuse, is founded on "a universal and rational law that safeguards the 

535 Cf. Rosenzweig, Franz, Hegel u~d der Staat: vol. II [_Berli~: Oldenburg, 1920), p.168; Avineri, Shlomo, Hege/'s 
Theory of the Modem State (Cambndge: Cambndge University Press, 1977), pp. 45-46; 79-80; 240-241. 
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interests of every individual, whatever the contingencies of his natural and 

social statusn. 536 

On the basis of linguistic and general textual evidence, the present 

study thus refutes the claim that there exists a close connection between 

Hegel's philosophy and German nationalism in its actual cultural and political 

manifestation and development during the nineteenth century, and in its 

extreme expression in the form of National Socialism in the twentieth century. 

Hegel was not the "founder of German nationalismn [Popper], the first 

exponent of the modern 'nationalist state' [Heller], the Bismarckian 

Nationalstaatsphi/osoph [Haering], the originator of the "Ideas of 1914" 

[Lassen], or the "true prophet of the Third Reich" [Steding]. The belief that 

Hegel was a German nationalist in any of these senses has no reasonable 

basis in his political or historical writings and personal correspondences. 

Indeed, even those who have interpreted him negatively in a nationalist vein 

often have to admit that Hegel, e.g. "sometimes attacked the nationalists" 

[Popper], or that "he was not a nationalist in the chauvinistic and expansionist 

sense" [Hook]537• Nevertheless, these interpreters identify him with German 

nationalism in a negative sense, despite these concessions. But this amounts 

to a suggestio falsi, if not an outright suppressio veri: when the interpreter's 

own bias becomes the a priori basis of interpretation regardless of all 

evidence to the contrary, we are more than justified to be suspicious. Indeed, 

we must become more aware of the assumptions and prejudices we inherit 

from such interpretations. 

536 Marcuse, Herbert, Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory (1941 ), p.180f. 
537 Hook, Sidney, "Hegel Rehabilitated?", In Kaufmann, Walter [ed.), Hege/'s Political Philosophy, p.99. 
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The meaning ascribed by Hegel to those expressions also central to 

the vocabulary of German nationalism must be understood in relation to the 

overall context of which they form a part - the overall linguistic, historical, 

social, political context of his time and place, his philosophy, his actual 

attitude towards political events in his own day etc. It is always easy to pluck 

out a particular statement, sentence, expression or term and disassociate it 

from the overall context thus understood; however, the accuracy of 

interpretations that do so must be questioned. For instance, if we fasten on 

Hegel's dictum "the rational is the actual, and the actual is the rational", and 

take it out of context, it is easy to claim that Hegel advocates the 

accommodation to historically and politically given circumstances, that 

'whatever is, is right', so that we should unquestioningly accept the political 

status quo, etc. This, however, is manifestly not what Hegel has in mind, and 

only a shallow understanding of his philosophy and position in his own day in 

general would allow for such an interpretation in the face of much evidence to 

the contrary. Or, the interpreter may have deliberately or accidentally 

'overlooked' the latter in order to press home his own point of view, rather 

than that of Hegel himself. The identification of Hegel with German 

nationalism is thus often conditioned by the interpreter's own political point of 

view or philosophical Weltanschauung. 

Interpretations express particular choices about how a text is to be 

understood. The present study, similarly, will be found to be based on 

particular choices in this respect. However, some degree of accuracy must be 

expected of any legitimate interpretation, i.e. one which takes all the relevant 

data into account concerning what is to be explained. Here, we were 

concerned with determining whether the image of Hegel as German 

nationalist - i.e. the view that he was supportive of German cultural/Romantic 
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and/or political nationalist aims and principles - is accurate or not, based on 

the similarities between his expressions and those of nationalist thinkers, as 

well as his attitude towards German nationalism in his own day. It was argued 

that many of the nationalist interpretations fail to take much relevant 

information into account in this respect, i.e. in their depictions of Hegel's 

political position as nationalist. Or the interpreter's own prejudices condition 

the identification of Hegel with nationalism, despite much evidence to the 

contrary. 

There is no doubt that Hegel's language is often difficult, complex, and 

ambiguous. As Goethe said of him: "He is a perfectly excellent man, but too 

much stands against him with respect to his expressions" [Let. 682, 

November 27, 1803]. However, Hegel frequently clarifies his specific meaning 

of a given term or terms, and also often indicates how it differs from the 

common Sprachgebrauch of his time, or from that of other [past and 

contemporary] thinkers. For example, Hegel speaks of the state [and also of 

the Volk] as an organic totality, but he states that it is regarded as such by 

him in an ethical sense, not in an ethnic/cultural or linguistic sense. Similarly, 

the state in the more narrow political sense is described as an organism in 

virtue of its organisation - its political constitution. It does not mean the total 

absorption of the individual citizen - and hence the loss of his individuality and 

peculiarity - by the state. In fact, as has been emphasised above, the modem 

state as conceived by Hegel must guarantee and respect the individuality and 

peculiarity of its citizens. In tum, citizens respect the state's laws and 

institutions insofar as they are rational and recognised as such. 

Another example is Hegel's expression "das Volk als Staar - if we 

render this as nation-state - as most translators do [e.g. Knox and Nisbet] _ 

we imply that Hegel identified or equated the [ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and/or 
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territorial] nation with the (political] state. However, Hegel clearly distinguishes 

between NationenNolkerand Staaten in his Rechtsphilosophie [PR §324] 

and elsewhere [e.g. NHS, Werke IV, §24, p.246], so that such an equation is 

not intended - "ein Volk hangt durch Sprache, Sitten und Gewohnheit und 

Bildung zusammen. Dieser Zusammenhang aber formiert noch keinen Staat". 

In fact, in the modern state, these determinations are no longer regarded as 

essential, but have become accidental: 

In our day the tie between members of a state in respect of manners, 
education, language, may be rather loose or even non-existent. 
Identity in these matters, once the foundation of a people's union, is 
now to be reckoned amongst the accidents whose character does not 
hinder a mass from constituting a public authority ... Thus dissimilarity in 
culture and manners is a necessary product as well as a necessary 
condition of the stability of modern states [FS, Werke I, pp.477-8].538 

A close reading of Hegel can thus minimise the obscurity generally 

associated with his use of language, especially when accompanied by an 

understanding of the overall context in which he speaks - i.e. the context of 

the text in question, the context [linguistic as well as political, social, historical, 

cultural, etc.] of his time and place, his general attitude towards contemporary 

events, and the context of his philosophical and political position in general. 

Indeed, an awareness of the latter is necessary, since Hegel is not always 

consistent in explaining his usages and meanings - i.e. it is not always clear in 

what sense Hegel employs a specific expression, so that interpretation 

becomes necessary. And in order to interpret with some degree of accuracy -

rather than inventing meanings ex nihilo and ascribing them to Hegel -

awareness of the overall context is required. 

538 As cited by Shlomo Avineri, "Hook's Hegel", in Kaufmann, Walter [ed.), Hege/'s Political Philosophy, p.74. 
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The nationalist image of Hegel has rightly been judged to be a "mythn. 

As the present study attempted to show, it is a myth primarily founded on 

misunderstandings concerning the philosopher's use of language and 

misinterpretations of the meaning he assigned to certain terms also central to 

the vocabulary of German nationalism, often accompanied by a lack of 

reference to his actual attitude towards cultural/Romantic and political 

nationalism in his own day. 

The present study was not concerned with the truth of Hegel's 

philosophy as such, or with persuading the reader to accept his views as true 

- this is a matter for the individual to decide for him or herself. Rather, it was 

exclusively concerned with examining and determining the truthfulness and 

accuracy of the nationalist image of the philosopher. And the latter was found 

to be inaccurate on the basis of much evidence to the contrary. 

Henceforth, we should speak of Hegel's philosophy as it is, and, to 

borrow the words of Shakespeare's Othello, "nothing extenuate/Nor set down 

aught in malice" [Othello, V.ii.]. 
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